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      The world knows Samantha Brooks as the violin prodigy. She guards her secret truth—the desire she harbors for her guardian.

      Liam North got custody of her six years ago. She's all grown up now, but he still treats her like a child. No matter how much he wants her.

      No matter how bad he aches for one taste.

      Her sweet overtures break down the ex-soldier's defenses, but there's more at stake than her body. Every touch, every kiss, every night. The closer she gets, the more exposed his darkest secret. She's one step away from finding out what happened the night she lost her family.

      One step away from leaving him forever.
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            CHAPTER ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Beethoven would count out exactly sixty coffee beans each time he had a cup.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      The whir of the espresso machine lures me downstairs.

      I’m not naturally an early riser, especially on a Saturday, but Liam always waits for me. The food could get cold, but he’d still be there, with his newspaper and his endless patience and his deep green eyes.

      He gives me a small nod in greeting.

      Only the sound of foaming milk breaks the morning quiet. There’s avocado toast with walnut oil and fresh lemon juice at my place. On the other side of the table, scrambled egg whites and steamed broccoli. A ritual we’ve shared for the past six years…

      And it’s going to end in a matter of weeks when I graduate high school.

      When I turn eighteen. When I leave for the music tour that will take me around the country and across the globe… away from the man I’ve come to need more than I should.

      “The interviewer from Classical Notes should be here at noon,” he says, handing me a steaming mug with Earl Grey and lavender and a liberal splash of cream. He would never use anything as sweet and unnecessary as cream in his own drinks, but thankfully he’s never controlled what I eat. He only controls everything else.

      The reporter is doing a profile on me for the magazine. The famous child prodigy. Ugh. That’s the last thing a seventeen-year-old girl wants to be called—a child.

      I’m almost an adult now, but the label follows me around.

      I take a fortifying sip of the hot liquid, closing my eyes against the burn. When I open them again, Liam looks at me with a strange expression. That’s when I realize I let out a moan of pleasure. “Sounds good,” I say a little too brightly, trying to cover my embarrassment.

      He clears his throat and takes a seat at the head of the table. “Right. Well. I doubt the interview will take very long. I’ll let him know you need to practice.”

      A strange thrill moves through me. Defiance? Not exactly, but I feel energized all the same. He doesn’t have to protect me anymore. And soon he won’t have the right. The tour is going to change everything for me—and between us. I look forward to it as much as I dread it. “I do need to practice, but you don’t have to rush the interview.”

      “Remember,” he says as if I hadn’t spoken. “You don’t have to answer anything you don’t like. If a question gets too personal, I’ll step in.”

      My cheeks heat. Of course I know why he’s being so protective. There were some disastrous interviews when I was six, seven, eight years old. Daddy didn’t care to be in the room with me. Some of the questions would be inappropriate or downright aggressive. The classical music world is basically a viper’s nest, and child prodigies are regarded with a mixture of awe and distrust.

      And then there was the interviewer from a national newspaper. He had been ushered into the drawing room and left alone with me for thirty uncomfortable minutes, where he coaxed me to sit on his lap and nuzzled my neck. Daddy’s aide found me crying in a closet hours later.

      All of that is in the past. I’m no longer a scared little girl.

      I shrug as if it doesn’t bother me. “These classical music reporters ask the same questions. Who’s my favorite composer? Who do I want to play with in the future?”

      Liam’s stern expression doesn’t waver. No doubt he remembers how I had trembled before the first interview, shortly after he got custody of me. I’d brokenly shared the story with him. At the time I was too afraid that he would give me away if I didn’t tell the truth, to make anything up. So I told him about the reporter who held me on his lap. From that moment on I never did an interview alone. Liam is always there, always protecting me.

      “Who do you want to play with?” he asks, his tone mild. As if he hasn’t heard me wax poetic about my favorite violinists and maestros for years.

      “I should say Harry March.” He’s the celebrity tenor headlining the tour. The rest of us have notoriety only in the classical music world. Harry March, with his crossover pop songs and playboy lifestyle, is basically a household name.

      “You should say whatever’s the truth,” Liam counters.

      “Well, I am excited about the tour.” And I’m aware that the only reason I got the soloist spot is because the famous solo cellist on the Billboard Top 100 was Harry March’s lover—until their dramatic breakup that was covered by TMZ. “It’s an incredible opportunity, especially considering I haven’t been touring.”

      My cheeks flush because I hadn’t meant to say that. It sounds like an accusation, even though it isn’t. Well, not exactly.

      Liam is the reason I haven’t been touring.

      “Because you wanted a well-rounded education,” he says.

      “Right.” The word comes out hollow because it doesn’t really matter what I think. Or at least it didn’t matter for a long time. If Liam had said I wanted to be a circus clown, I would have gone along with it as a scared twelve-year-old girl. All I’d wanted was a place to call home.

      Liam gave me that, which means more than he can ever know.

      Soon I’m graduating from that well-rounded education. I’m going to turn eighteen. And then I’ll leave on the tour, walking away from the only home I’ve ever known.

      
        
        LIAM

      

      

      The doorbell rings at exactly noon. I like punctuality, but I’d like it even better if members of the press never spoke to Samantha Brooks again. I’ve limited their access to her greatly—maybe even to her detriment, considering press helps her get concert invitations and recording contracts.

      I never planned to have children, and at the age of twenty-eight I had hardly been in a position to be the father of a twelve-year-old girl. That’s exactly what happened when a judge signed the papers giving me guardianship of Samantha. Her mother had been long gone. Her father had just died. Her brother had no interest in a sister he’d never known.

      Somehow the two of us, complete and utter strangers, became a family.

      The sweet strains of the violin follow me downstairs. She practices every day before school. Every day after school. Every weekend. It’s become the dew that coats every part of my life, a fresh breath of daylight in a world of dark.

      It’s hard to believe that in only a few weeks the house will be silent. I steel my expression into remoteness. It isn’t the stodgy old reporter’s fault that I resent the tour that will take Samantha away from me—and the press that’s naturally a part of it.

      “Hello.” A woman in a sleek suit gives me a slow smile. “You must be Liam North.”

      My eyebrows rise. This isn’t an aging gentleman with white hair and a plaid sweater vest. Maybe the magazine thought a woman would be able to connect better with Samantha. The thought gives me pause. Maybe she’s been missing a female influence in her life.

      Dating has been the last thing on my mind the past six years.

      “That’s me.” I shake her hand. “I’m going to sit in on the interview.”

      She purses ruby-red lips. “Why?”

      Already this interview is going differently than the last one. The older gentleman had spent more time reminiscing about meeting Fritz Kreisler to ask too many questions. When he remembered to do the actual interview, he asked the kinds of standard questions Samantha remembered at breakfast. What routine do you have to warm up? What’s the hardest piece you’ve played?

      The man hardly noticed that I was in the room except to send me a reproving glance when he asked about her schooling. Why not attend a performing arts school? Did she want to move to New York City or London where she could have more exposure to professional musicians?

      “Because I’m her legal guardian,” I say, not bothering to hide the steel beneath the words.

      “Does that mean she isn’t allowed to speak her mind?”

      Christ. I have half a mind to slam the door on this reporter’s face. I don’t trust her as far as I could throw her. If this were six years ago, I would do just that.

      It could risk Samantha’s involvement in the tour, though. She earned the right to do this. I may be her legal guardian, but not for much longer.

      “It means it’s my job to protect her from members of the press who are more interested in a juicy story than the privacy of an underage young woman.” I keep my voice level, but there’s no mistaking my meaning. If she tries to pull anything in front of Samantha, she’s gone.

      The reporter smiles. “I’ll be on my best behavior then. And if I step out of line, maybe we can meet up after and you can teach me a lesson I won’t forget.”

      I stare after her as she heads into the house, following the sound of the violin without knowing the way. That’s how rusty I am at dating—that it takes me a second to realize she was flirting with me. I have a feeling it’s more than flirting. An offer. She would be in my bed tonight if I wanted her.

      So why don’t I want her? She’s a beautiful woman, there’s no doubt. And it’s not like I have an abundance of options spending my days here at the compound. I don’t date any of my employees or anyone who lives in Kingston. It might lead to complications. Come to think of it, I’m in the middle of a dry spell that’s pretty damn long.

      I already know that I’m not going to take the pretty reporter up on her offer. It has something to do with the violinist she’s here to interview. Because I don’t want anything to distract from my duties as her guardian. At least that’s what I tell myself.

      Samantha’s face in rapture as she takes the first sip of her hot tea flashes through my mind. I’m afraid my reasons for abstaining may be something far more base.

      No, that can’t be right. Samantha is my responsibility. I’m sixteen years older than her and in a position of power. I absolutely cannot think of the small moan she made.

      My body reacted to the sound with instant carnal hunger.

      I grit my teeth and follow the reporter to the music room because I’ll be damned if I’m going to let this interview get out of hand. Something tells me this reporter is eager enough to push her luck. No one messes with Samantha Brooks—not even me.
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            CHAPTER TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A single violin is made from over seventy individual pieces of wood.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      I can tell from the moment the reporter steps into the room that everything will be different. She has hair so glossy and curled—I didn’t know it could look that way outside of a magazine. Her eyebrows belong in some kind of YouTube tutorial. And she’s dressed like we’re in a New York City high-rise instead of a small-town ex-military compound. The house is large and expensive, with marble floors and crown molding—but it’s clearly designed to hold men.

      Lots of men. Everything large and solid. Very few women ever walk through these rooms. There are some women who work for North Security. My friend Laney’s mom is on the Red Team, for example. They’re rare. And when they do come around, they dress and act as tough as the men—tougher, because they need to be tougher to survive in what’s still mostly a man’s world. A housekeeping service comes once a week, but they wear uniforms and comfortable, sturdy tennis shoes.

      Nothing like the blush heels she wears.

      She gives me a warm smile. “You must be Samantha. I’m Kimberly Cox. Of course I’ve read all about you. And that sounded absolutely lovely. I can see why everyone loves you.”

      “Oh.” My cheeks turn warm. “Thank you. I’m not sure everyone loves me.”

      “When I spoke with Harry March a couple weeks ago, he said he was dying to meet you.”

      A startled laugh bursts out of me, embarrassing because it’s so inappropriate. She must be exaggerating. Maybe she wants some kind of reaction? A lot of girls have crushes on Harry March. A lot of boys, too. “Well, that’s very kind of him. I’m really excited to meet him, too.”

      She pauses, glancing around the room. “So this is where the magic happens.”

      “I don’t like much distraction,” I say, feeling as if I have to make excuses for the bare walls. The room is large enough for a whole orchestra to play in, almost a full ballroom, but there’s only me. A single chair, not even cushioned. A stand for sheet music and my phone.

      Liam appears in the doorway behind her, looking stern and… strange, somehow. His eyes have turned almost olive, a haunting color. He must have noticed that Kimberly Cox is nothing like the other classical music journalists we’ve met. Does he like the way she looks? Of course he likes the way she looks.

      She’s beautiful, and his eyes work just fine.

      He doesn’t say anything, only leans back against the doorframe—watching. Probably watching her. He’s already seen me. I’m not the one with flawless eyeliner and amazing calf muscles.

      Something dark and a little green stirs in my center. Is this jealousy? Oh my God, I’m jealous of this woman and the way that Liam North must think of her. Sexually, that’s how he must think of her. As a grown woman. Not a child.

      “There’s a speaker system,” I say, nervous energy making me speak. I pull up my phone and play Schubert. “Der Erlkönig” streams in perfect, terrible angst from all corners of the room. “That’s how I practice accompaniments.”

      She cocks her head, listening. “This piece was based on a poem, wasn’t it?”

      “A child was taken by a monster in the woods.” The high-pitched notes are the child’s cries, and in response the father replies in low, placating reassurance.

      It turns out to be an empty promise. The poem doesn’t end happily. I press the Pause button on the app to stop the music. Silence reverberates in the room.

      “Is there somewhere we can sit and talk?” Kimberly asks, glancing around at the empty room, where there are no other chairs except mine.

      “My office,” Liam says, striding between us and pushing open the door that separates the two rooms. His office is just as large as the music room, with a sitting area in front of gleaming walnut bookcases.

      I take one of the armchairs while Kimberly takes the other.

      Liam starts to close the doors, with him inside.

      The reporter clears her throat. “Actually I was hoping to have a moment alone to interview Ms. Brooks. I know you’re concerned about her, but she seems more than capable of speaking for herself.”

      A shadow passes over Liam’s green eyes, turning them moss. “I made it clear that the answer to that is no. If you don’t follow the rules, you’ll have to leave.”

      Kimberly doesn’t look surprised or taken aback by his hard tone. “Don’t you think Samantha can make that decision? There will be lots of interviews on the tour, and you won’t be there, will you?”

      My stomach clenches because she’s right. For so long I’ve done my best to be the good, obedient girl. If you don’t follow the rules, you’ll have to leave. That’s been my greatest fear. Except I did follow the rules, all of them, and I’m still going to graduate and turn eighteen.

      I still have to leave.

      “I’ll do it,” I say, my voice soft.

      Liam turns to me. “No, Samantha. She doesn’t get to dictate what happens in this house.”

      No, I think, only you get to do that. “I’ll think of it like practice,” I say instead. “There will be lots of press stops on the tour, and I should be able to do this.”

      He frowns, and I think for a moment he might refuse. “I’ll be right outside,” he says, his voice dark. There’s no question that I could have this woman off the property. The part of me that’s small and jealous wants her gone, where Liam can’t see her. Where he can’t get turned on and think about sex and maybe even ask her out on a date.

      The bigger part of me knows that she has nothing to do with it. There are beautiful women all over the world, and Liam North has no doubt dated many of them. He’s always been careful to keep that part of his life hidden from me, part of his iron control and discipline, but that doesn’t mean he’s a monk. Does it?

      I’m desperate to know something, anything about Liam’s sex life.

      Kimberly gives me a rueful smile as the door closes behind him. “I don’t think I made a new friend with him. He sounded pretty strict about staying in the room with you.”

      “He’s just protective,” I say, feeling defensive of him, even though it would probably be better if she thinks he’s an asshole. “You never really know what you’re getting with reporters.”

      For example, sometimes they show up thirty years younger than you think.

      She leans closer and gives me a conspiratorial smile. “All the more reason for him to be gone while we talk about your personal life.”

      “Oh.” I blink, trying to make sense of her words. “I thought you… well, I thought you’d ask me about my favorite composer and who I want to work with.”

      “I’m assuming your favorite composer hasn’t changed from the interview you did for BBC last year. As for who you want to work with, you should probably say Harry March even if that’s not true.”

      A huff of laughter escapes me. “Okay, so what do you want to ask me?”

      “My readers want to know the person behind the violin. They already know they’re going to get your best when they buy a ticket. They want to know something they can’t see onstage. What do you love about your best friend? Who’s the last boy you kissed?”

      Unease moves inside me. “I’m not dating anyone.”

      “Oh, come now,” she says, coaxing. “There must be someone you’re interested in. I know that you attend St. Agnes. That must give you even more opportunity to meet boys than if you only had tutors.”

      There is someone I’m interested in, but it’s wholly inappropriate. Wrong on every level. Completely forbidden. I barely even let myself think it, but Liam is the only person that comes to mind when I dream about kissing or sex. “It’s really just me and my violin,” I say, trying to sound breezy.

      I think that’s how a woman of the world should sound. Someone who doesn’t have a crush on the man who’s been her guardian for the past six years. That crush feels painfully childish with this woman sitting in front of me, everything about her sexy and grown-up.

      Thankfully she moves on to asking about friends and about school. Safe questions.

      When she’s done, she closes her notebook with a brusque snap. “Thank you so much for talking with me, Samantha. I appreciate your time and your candor.”

      My gaze hits the floor because I wasn’t completely honest. It’s not that I feel guilty about that exactly. I don’t owe a random reporter my deepest secrets. But I do feel guilty about having the secret, about having a crush on the man who’s only ever protected me.

      That man waits in the hallway when Kimberly opens the door. “Just the person I wanted to see,” she says. “The rest of my questions are for you.”
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            CHAPTER THREE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The smallest violin comes in size 1/64th, perfect for children aged two and three.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      Christ.

      Samantha stands behind the reporter, her eyes wide with curiosity. And something else. Betrayal? “Questions for me?” I ask, keeping my expression blank. I sure as hell hope she isn’t coming on to me with my ward in the same room.

      Kimberly gives me a wry smile. “Part of my interview process. I like to speak to the important people in the musician’s lives, get their perspectives.”

      I’ve been an important person in Samantha’s life for the past six years. It wasn’t a role I particularly wanted, but now that I’m here—the thought of her leaving makes me feel hollow. “I see.”

      “We can use your office,” the reporter prompts.

      “Right,” I say, hiding my reluctance. I don’t want to discuss my feelings for Samantha with anyone. They cut too deep for words. I don’t want to hinder her press opportunity. The way she stood up to me when she asked to speak to the reporter alone—it was a small thing, but it was new. God, she’s going to be eighteen in a few weeks. I can support her independence… even if it kills me.

      I stand aside to hold the door open for Samantha to leave. The last thing I need is her watching me while I talk about… what, exactly? My perspective, whatever that means. There’s a dark undercurrent to my thoughts about her. Like the way I keep thinking of her expression as she moaned.

      The betrayal in her wide brown eyes gets deeper as she passes by me on her way to the hallway. She’s hurt because I’m kicking her out of the room. She’d be hurt a lot more if she knew these thoughts I have about her. That’s why I plan on tamping them down—way down.

      I close the door and glare at a knot in the wood. Get your shit together, North.

      I’ve done some limited press for my company, making formal comments on the security for a high-profile client when it’s required. More than that, I’m on conference calls with some of the highest-ranking politicians in the country. Nothing rattles me.

      The look of betrayal in Samantha’s eyes—that rattles me.

      I don’t join the reporter at the armchairs. Instead I take a seat behind my desk, leaving her to sit on the other side. “Your questions?” I ask, my tone brusque.

      She sits down in a businesslike manner. “Thanks for taking the time, Mr. North. I understand that you’ve had custody of Samantha Brooks for six years.”

      “That’s right.”

      “How is it that you became her guardian?”

      “Her father passed away in—”

      “Of course, the death of Ambassador Brooks is a matter of public record. I’m referring to the fact that you aren’t related to Samantha through either blood or marriage.”

      The question hits me like a sledgehammer. I should have seen it coming. Years of military strategy should have prepared me for this, but I’m blindsided. For six years no one has asked me this question beyond the perfunctory reason that her father died. Her school, the society that awarded her a grant. I suppose it’s alarming that someone could so easily take custody of a child that isn’t theirs. A well-placed donation to a cause and a back-room deal with lawyers.

      That’s all it took to make Samantha mine.

      She knows we’re not related, but she thinks I was friends with her father. I could use that line with the reporter, but it sounds like she’s done her homework.

      How deep has she been digging?

      “I knew her father,” I say, choosing my words with care. I didn’t know him as a friend, but I knew who he was. And I knew everything about him. “He passed without someone to care for her. I felt it was my civic responsibility to step in.”

      “Civic responsibility,” the reporter repeats, sounding skeptical.

      “That’s right.”

      “The demands of raising a child prodigy are not ordinary. She has a famous violinist in his own right living nearby—you covered his expenses and pay a generous salary so she can meet him once a week. You deal with press interviews.” She gives a little smile. “Like this one.”

      “It’s no problem.” This press interview is becoming a big problem.

      From the smile playing at her lips, she knows it. “It’s interesting that you were unmarried and had no children of your own when you decided to take on this civic responsibility. Had you met Samantha before you became her guardian?”

      The question dances perilously close to, Had you met Samantha’s father before you became her guardian? I don’t mind lying to protect Samantha’s privacy, but that might make things worse. It would be possible to confirm that there’s no record of her father and me ever being in the same room together. How much does she know?

      I stand up and face the window, which overlooks acres of North property.

      “We hadn’t met,” I say without turning.

      She was a twelve-year-old with messy brown hair and lost brown eyes. I had been completely out of my depth. It’s a wonder she’s turned out as smart and self-sufficient as she has, but I don’t kid myself. She was mostly grown-up at age twelve.

      Terrified and alone, yes. But she already knew how to survive—she’d learned that out of necessity.

      Kimberly appears beside me, the sunlight bright on her pale skin. This is the kind of woman I should take to bed. The kind of woman that should make my cock hard. It’s wrong, it’s so fucking wrong, that all I can think about is Samantha’s moan.

      “That’s interesting,” Kimberly says, her voice low, as if she can see inside me. What would happen if she knew the truth? If she printed the truth in an article? “That the court couldn’t find someone else to care for her. That they trusted you when you didn’t even know her.”

      “The world is a stark place,” I say.

      There aren’t always people who care about kids. My brothers and I learned that early. Samantha deserves more than that. She deserves all the safety and comfort I can find.

      She deserves the truth too, but she’s not getting that.

      Kimberly turns so that her body is between mine and the window. She faces me, her breasts brushing my chest through our clothes. “I think you have secrets, Mr. North.”

      I’m not sure she’s even aware of it, the choice she’s giving me. I can kiss her. I can fuck this woman right now, and it will be enough to throw her off the scent. She may not realize it, but it’s there, shining in her eyes. She wants oblivion, and my body can give it to her.

      Am I willing to do that to protect Samantha’s privacy? Hell yes.

      Don’t be so fucking noble, North. You’re not protecting Samantha. You’re protecting yourself.

      And it wouldn’t exactly be a hardship to have sex with a beautiful woman. Even if she’s not the one I want. Kimberly’s body sways toward me, sensing my deliberation. I catch her and keep her close, feeling her warmth. Why does she do nothing for me? No woman has done it for me. Maybe it’s more than a dry spell.

      Maybe I’ve been fundamentally broken.

      Except that seeing Samantha makes my blood run hot.

      That’s when I decide to do it—I need to fuck this woman if only to prove that I can. If only to prove that Samantha is safe from my baser desires. I’ve always known I’m a fucked-up son of a bitch. That’s why I picked a profession that could get me killed any minute. Someone has to do the job. Might as well be me.

      Then Samantha changed everything. For the first time I actually wanted to stay alive.

      I never would have shackled a woman to me. Never would have had children of my own, but Samantha… she’s in a different category. The judge granted her custody to me, but from the moment he signed that piece of paper, I belonged to her.

      My head lowers. I’m determined to exorcise my sexual demons with this woman who clearly wants this, who can handle it and walk away unscathed. Our lips meet. Every muscle in my body remains as hard and cold as marble. Desperation courses through my veins. How can I keep Samantha safe from this? From me?

      An image of Samantha’s face flashes through my head, her eyes closed in ecstasy, a low sound of pleasure vibrating through her throat. My eyes are closed, too. That’s all I can see. I grasp the jaw of the woman I’m holding, then slide my hand to her neck. My other hand slides back to clench in her hair—something is wrong, this isn’t what her hair would feel like. I pull hard enough that she makes a soft sound of protest.

      My eyes snap open. What the hell am I doing?

      I take a step away from the woman. She deserves more than a man who’s imagining someone else. And Samantha deserves more than a guardian who thinks about her while fucking.

      Kimberly’s breathing hard. Her hand goes to her throat, where the skin is still red from my grip. “I knew it would be intense with you. But that was—”

      “A mistake,” I say, trying to soften my voice. Failing. I’m hard all over and nothing that happens in this room can fix that. “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      In fact I really didn’t kiss her. Our lips were a millimeter apart before I stopped. That’s how close I came to finally finding relief, and all I feel is betrayal to Samantha.

      The sensual haze slowly lifts from the reporter’s eyes, replaced with that shrewd journalistic instinct I should never have let into this house. “Because you’re seeing someone else?”

      “Does it matter?”

      “It might matter, if it’s something worth writing about.”

      My eyes narrow. “You have an accusation? Come out and say it, Ms. Cox.”

      “I’m a journalist. I only have questions.”

      “I shouldn’t have kissed you because you’re here to do a story on Samantha Brooks, the prodigy, the soloist, who has incomparable talent and a hell of a bright future. You’re not here to take your clothes off for me. Unless that’s a perk that comes from Classical Notes Magazine now.”

      She flinches, which makes me a true bastard. She’s done nothing wrong except be damn good at her job. It’s the only way I can get her to back off the damn story.

      There is no story.

      Nothing has ever happened between me and Samantha, and that can’t change. No matter how badly I want her. No matter how hard I ache for just one taste.
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        String players, like violinists, tend to have larger brains. This is due in part to the complex motor skills and reasoning required to play the instrument.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      The string vibrates on a C sharp, the note echoing in the chamber after my bow lifts.

      Silence descends in slow degrees. I could be turning the page to my sheet music or tightening a string. I could be doing any number of things to continue practice, instead of sitting with my violin across my lap, the bow clutched artlessly in my fist. I have lived a thousand lives in the dramatic rise of a musical piece, feeling the intensity grow, the complexity develop. This moment in my life should have been marked by an entire orchestra, bodies moving in harmony, instruments an extension of bone and flesh.

      Instead there’s only a curious quiet, so rare and therefore precious.

      I feel the answering stillness in the room next door. He could be shifting pieces of paper, noiseless and precise. He could be examining numbers and tactical formations on the flat privacy screen, but I know he’s noticing the lack of music. We’re connected enough that I can tell he’s wondering what I’m doing.

      I’m wondering the same thing.

      Booted footsteps cross the gleaming parquet floor. Every aspect of this room has been designed to enhance sound, and it turns his approach into a military drum. He appears in the archway. The doors remain open every afternoon, even though my practice must disturb his work. Liam North takes his responsibilities seriously.

      And I’m his responsibility.

      “What’s wrong?” he asks, crouching in front of me, taking in every aspect of my body with an impersonal evergreen glance. This is the way he corrects my position—no slouching, no leaning. He treats violin practice like a drill, and I am his soldier. I must do it right, must do it again, do you want to give up? No, sir.

      Mostly, mostly, I love this about him. Today I don’t.

      What’s wrong? This crush on him. It’s wrong and taboo and completely unstoppable. “I don’t feel good,” I say, which isn’t entirely a lie. I don’t feel good, but I don’t feel bad either. Instead I feel… enervated. There hasn’t been room in my life for feelings before. Only music.

      He studies me with the same impassive expression he would give a map. Around this corner and aha, there, through that mountain pass. Something he must traverse. “Since when?”

      Since Kimberly Cox came to the house.

      Since he kissed her in his office while I watched through a crack in the door. Though it would be more accurate to say she kissed him.

      She stalked him through the house like a tiger over the plains.

      And I followed her like a house cat, clumsy, copying.

      She pressed her body against his. I heard his surprised inhale of breath, so quiet, so quiet. Heard the sound that came low in her throat. Her whole body moved in some purely feminine way, like water, so fluid. And he was a rock, solid and hard. Her hand reached between them, and he became somehow more still.

      Until he grasped her wrist and pushed her away.

      Something became warm inside me. Warm and new. Seventeen years old means I know what sex is about but I’ve never seen it, not that close, not with a man I looked up to like a father. Well, not exactly a father.

      He may have legal custody of me, but I’ve never quite seen him as a father.

      Something flashes through Liam’s dark eyes. Worry? “Is it the tour?”

      “No, of course not. I’m ready for the tour.” Though ready isn’t exactly the word I would use to describe myself. Terrified and breathless, maybe. The interview also drove home how soon I’ll leave for the tour. Three months from now I’ll walk out these doors.

      Three months from now everything will change.

      Liam puts his hand on my forehead, the contact so sudden I make a squeak of surprise. “No fever,” he mutters, more to himself than to me. “Should I call Dr. Foster?”

      “It’s probably nothing,” I say quickly, besieged by an image of the doctor making a house call. Wet, he would announce after an examination. And flushed. And clenching her thighs every time you look at her. It’s an acute case of lust, I’m afraid. Only one thing can cure it.

      I can understand Liam’s surprise. When’s the last time I caught a cold?

      Maybe never.

      In this household bodies are treated like one of the well-oiled guns in his cabinet. Organic vegetables and grass-fed beef. We sleep on a schedule designed for optimum performance. There’s no entry in the procedure for Samantha has a crush on Liam North, the man who’s taken care of her for the last six years.

      “Rest,” he says, nodding his head, decisive. “You’ll take the rest of the day off.”

      “I’m sure I’ll feel better tomorrow.” Maybe once I’ve hidden under the covers, touching myself and pretending it’s him, making myself come about a thousand times.

      His brows draw together. It’s a strange look on him. It takes me a minute to place it—uncertainty. He’s never looked uncertain before. “Maybe I should call the doctor.”

      “God. No. Please.”

      That only makes his expression more severe. “Samantha. Are you sure?”

      He doesn’t wait for an answer. Two fingers tilt my chin up. His other hand holds my face up for his focus. His thumb brushes my eyebrow. My cheek. My jaw. All entirely ordinary places on a body, somehow lit by a thousand lights. There’s no reason a man can’t touch a young woman he considers his daughter, when he’s worried that she’s sick. It doesn’t mean he wants to have sex with her, never that.

      Except he looks a little shaken when he’s done with his perusal, his eyes blinking as if surprised to find himself touching me, his throat working as he swallows. “You would tell me if something were wrong.”

      Not a question. It’s a statement. “Yes.”

      I manage not to add sir, but only barely.

      When I first moved here, I called him sir like the young recruits he trained. Yes, sir. No, sir. He inspires that kind of respect. The people from his company would raise their eyebrows when they heard me say it. You run a tight ship, they would say, sounding impressed and a little intimidated.

      He told me not to, but it still slips out when I’m nervous.

      You’re not under my command, he muttered in a rare show of impatience, even though it feels like I am. Who else would I be under?

      He’s the one who gives me orders. I’m the one who obeys. We both know who’s in charge.

      It’s like he can hear the unspoken sir anyway. His jaw tightens. “Go,” he says.

      He doesn’t take a step back. Instead he watches while I bend to place my violin and bow in the case and close it. I stand up, but there’s no room to stand or walk or breathe. He’s filling every square inch of the room with his broad chest and dark eyes. Logically I know that I can walk around him, that he’s waiting for me to do that, but somehow I’m standing here, one inch away from him, my small breasts almost brushing his chest when I breathe in and out.

      There are foreign mercenaries and five-star generals who walk through these hallways. Large men. Muscled men, but none of them compare to Liam. There are a few sets of weights in the gym downstairs, but he doesn’t use them. You practice the way you perform. That’s what he taught me about the violin. It’s the way he approaches his work, spending hours a day in the obstacle course that takes up a few acres in back.

      Soldiers ten years younger than him can’t keep up.

      I know he’s a large man, but it still feels impossible to look up far enough. When I meet his gaze, awareness sparks from him to me, every place on my body that’s an inch away from his.

      “Tomorrow,” he says, his voice somehow lower. “You’ll be yourself again tomorrow.”

      God, I want that to be true. I’m not sure who that is anymore. The obedient girl who practices her violin for hours every afternoon? Not exactly. No matter how much he wants that to be true. Something is going to happen tonight. I’m not sure whether I’ll become more myself—or less.

      His scent suffuses my lungs, my mouth. There’s hard, sterile soap and something earthy from working outside and the elusive musk that is Liam North. My lips part, as if to draw in more of him. His eyes darken to deep sage, though I’m not sure what it means.

      My heart pounds in my chest, and I skip around him in a frantic bid for safety, a rabbit scampering away from a fox. The only reason I reach the door is because he lets me.

      I race up the stairs even though no one’s following.

      Inside my room I lean against the door, eyes closed, panting like I ran a million miles to get here. I need to fix whatever’s happening inside me. No more stopping in the middle of practice. No more imagining Liam losing control.

      Whatever I do for the rest of the afternoon, it has to be the end.
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            CHAPTER FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Bach and Handel were both blinded by the same ocular surgeon.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      I watch Samantha flee up the stairs, looking scared enough to make me uncomfortable, lithe enough to make me ache. What the hell’s going on with her today? You’ll be yourself again tomorrow. I know that’s not true. She won’t ever be the timid little prodigy who landed on my doorstep, eyes wide behind her glasses, fingers impossibly nimble across the violin strings. She’s still a genius with the instrument, but it’s no longer a little girl who plays. It’s a young woman, and I’m the one who can’t go back to the way things were. I can’t unsee the flush of arousal on her cheeks. Fucking hell.

      I return to my desk and try to focus on the field reports from my agent.

      After reading the same sentence five times, I have to push the reports aside.

      Footsteps approach the office, and I tense, fighting the impulse to stand up and close the door. Josh is second-in-command for North Security. He also happens to be my brother. He’s whistling and stomping and generally being a pain in my ass. The man can cross a South American jungle without disturbing a single tree frog, but he makes enough noise now to wake the dead. It’s a harsh contrast to the sweet violin that usually fills the air.

      “Problem?” I ask, raising a brow.

      He pauses with an exaggerated tilt of his head. “Why is it so quiet?”

      I glare at him, but it doesn’t shut him up. “You’re fired.”

      A hand to his heart, the dramatic bastard. “Where’s our beautiful Disney princess making music and drawing all the little woodland creatures to the window?”

      “It was one squirrel.” One squirrel who pressed its little hands against the window every day for almost two months, listening to the music as if he could soak in its beauty.

      Strange, feeling a kinship with a rodent, but there it was.

      It’s not an accident that Samantha’s music room is right next to my study. The house has thirty thousand square feet. I could have put her anywhere, but I wanted her near me. I’m soaking up every goddamn second until she leaves for good.

      Josh leans against the bookshelf and crosses one ankle over the other, the very picture of casual disinterest. I know my brother well enough to see right through his exterior. Unfortunately he also knows me well enough to see through mine. “What’s up?”

      “Maybe we shouldn’t go out tonight.”

      “And skip Hassan’s bachelor party? He would never forgive us. I would never forgive us either. We haven’t had a break in weeks.”

      “She said she wasn’t feeling well.”

      He frowns. “Samantha?”

      “No fever. No cough. I could call Dr. Foster.”

      “Is it the tour?”

      I make a growl. “Maybe. It’s a hell of a lot of pressure. She wants us to think she’s all grown-up, but an eighteen-year-old has a lot of growing up to do.”

      “We enlisted when we were eighteen,” he says.

      “And I’d take a battle zone over Carnegie Hall any day.”

      “She’s more mature than you were at eighteen.” He pauses. “Well, maybe not. You were an old fucking soul even as a kid. But so is she. You have that in common.”

      The press will be all over every conference. Press with interview questions about her father? Red carpets. Meet and greets with VIP guests who are heads of state and A-list actors. And then there’s Harry March, the celebrity tenor headlining the tour, known for being volatile.

      I hate that I can’t protect her from any of it. “There’s no way I can make her stop the tour. She’s got her heart set on it.”

      “And you can never say no to Samantha.”

      That makes me scowl. “I said no to concerts if they interrupted school for the past six years. She deserves to make her own choices now.”

      “Not to mention she’ll be eighteen by then.”

      My heart thumps against my chest in useless protest, but I make sure not to show any sign of it to my brother. Christ. I ignore the way my pulse thrums. It would be too easy to rise to the bait. Too easy to take the stairs two at a time and prove to myself that Samantha’s still there, if only for a short time more. “Kiss my ass.”

      “You’re really worried about her.”

      “Is there actually a reason why you’re here, or do you just love to annoy me?”

      “Annoying you is reason enough, in my opinion, but I do actually have something work related. The Red Team has gone dark.” He stands almost at attention, as if we were both still in the navy.

      That makes me pause. Three highly trained operatives could handle themselves in the frozen tundra. There were reasons they might go dark in order to maintain cover. “How long?”

      “A week.”

      Of course. For all that Josh acts like he doesn’t give a shit, he manages the daily operations of North Security with sharp intelligence.

      He wouldn’t have brought me this unless it was serious.

      “What did their last report say?”

      “I’m sending you the full file now, starting with the last entry, but it doesn’t indicate a problem. We have their coordinates to the south of the Ural Mountains. No injuries or major setbacks.”

      “And the target?”

      “Local intelligence indicated he might be hiding in the wilderness.”

      That left a lot of terrain to cover, but that’s why I sent the Red Team. They’re the best. Efficient. Skilled. And goddamn discreet, though that is really a job requirement here.

      I stand and pace across the marble floor, something I do when I’m faced with a problem. It would be better if there were music being played by a world-class musician, but she’s not feeling well. Why isn’t she feeling well? Focus, North. “What’s your read on the situation?” I ask because Josh has been with me through a hell of a lot of campaigns.

      Those blue eyes are a little darker today. “It’s a long time for what should have been a straightforward task, but they know the stakes.”

      The stakes, meaning detection by the local law enforcement agencies. Identify a traitor to the United States with enough survivalist tendencies to last ten years in the forest. All while remaining invisible to Russia’s police and military. Straightforward? Yes, that’s one way to describe it. Fucking dangerous, too. That’s what we do.

      “The Red Team is the best,” I say, sitting down again. “We trust them. And if they went dark to stay off the grid, sending in another team could risk the entire operation.”

      Josh nods, looking about two percent relieved. He’s a genius at operations, but it takes something different to be in command. The hard truth is that it takes heartlessness. I care about the men and women under me, but I still send them into the line of fire. I still risk their lives so we can all make a few bucks.

      That’s the cold and utterly honest reason why I’m the one sitting in this chair.

      Neither of us mention that our brother Elijah leads the Red Team.

      The three of us are related by blood, but it would be a stretch to call us a family after our upbringing. I’m the one who founded North Security, but I gave both my brothers a stake when they joined the company. Elijah insists on leading the Red Team, with its dangerous missions and its near-constant deployment.

      “Oh, and Josh?” I say as he turns to leave. “Put the other men on standby.”

      I’m responsible for their lives, which means I’m also responsible for their deaths. It might be a bullet from the traitor or even local military taking umbrage to American mercenaries. It might be tomorrow or in five years, but whenever it happens, their blood will be on my hands.
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            CHAPTER SIX

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        A violinist burns about one hundred seventy calories per hour, almost twice as much as masturbating.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      Zero. That’s how many times I’ve stopped practice early.

      I’ve never been someone overly interested in breaking the rules. A people pleaser, that’s me. Especially if the person is a hard-ass. My dad wanted me to play the violin perfectly to impress his diplomat friends? I did that. He wanted me to clean our little apartment and cook dinner? I could make roast chicken with a side of green beans by the time I turned five. He wanted me to follow him around the world without uttering a single complaint. Done.

      When he died, some part of the twelve-year-old girl thought it had to be my fault. My mother was from Indonesia. She met my father when he lived there—and she died a long time ago. My older brother had no interest in coming back to take care of me.

      It was Liam North who stepped up to do that duty.

      I knew, without anyone telling me, that I couldn’t mess this up. We weren’t even related by blood. He was friends with my father. Or as he’d said to the reporter, I felt it was my civic responsibility to step in. I was just a kid, but even kids understand basic math.

      There was no one left on this earth to care about me.

      I took every independent thought, even the tiniest shred of rebellion through my teenage years, and poured them into my music. Something safe.

      Suddenly it’s not enough.

      I want to do something wild and crazy like go skinny dipping in the lake down the hill. I want to ride in fast cars and parachute out of a plane. I want to do something shocking.

      My room looks the way I left it this morning, everything neat and orderly, my books in alphabetical order. Alphabetical order! I can’t even blame that on my quasi-military surroundings. Liam North does not require this kind of precision from me. Well, he also doesn’t really read anything that isn’t a classified brief, but that’s beside the point.

      I pull out A Concise History of Western Music with its worn spine and shove it next to The Rose That Grew from Concrete.

      And then clench my hands into fists to keep from moving it back.

      “Such a rebel,” I mutter to myself. “You’re the actual worst at this.” It’s going to take a lot more than unalphabetized books to fix this ache inside me, and I can’t even manage to do that much.

      Rest, Liam told me.

      He’s right about a lot of things. Maybe he’s right about this. I climb onto the cool pink sheets, hoping that a nap will suddenly make me content with this quiet little life.

      Even though I know it won’t.

      Besides, I’m too wired to actually sleep. The white lace coverlet is both delicate and comfy. It’s actually what I would have picked out for myself, except I didn’t pick it out. I’ve been incapable of picking anything, of choosing anything, of deciding anything as part of some deep-seated fear that I’ll be abandoned.

      The coverlet, like everything else in my life, simply appeared.

      And the person responsible for its appearance? Liam North.

      I climb under the blanket and stare at the ceiling. My body feels overly warm, but it still feels good to be tucked into the blankets. The blankets he picked out for me.

      It’s really so wrong to think of him in a sexual way. He’s my guardian, literally. Legally. And he has never done anything to make me think he sees me in a sexual way.

      This is it. This is the answer.

      I don’t need to go skinny dipping in the lake down the hill. Thinking about Liam North in a sexual way is my fast car. My parachute out of a plane.

      My eyes squeeze shut.

      That’s all it takes to see Liam’s stern expression, those fathomless green eyes and the glint of dark blond whiskers that are always there by late afternoon. And then there’s the way he touched me. My forehead, sure, but it’s more than he’s done before. That broad palm on my sensitive skin.

      My thighs press together. They want something between them, and I give them a pillow. Even the way I masturbate is small and timid, never making a sound, barely moving at all, but I can’t change it now. I can’t moan or throw back my head even for the sake of rebellion.

      But I can push my hips against the pillow, rocking my whole body as I imagine Liam doing more than touching my forehead. He would trail his hand down my cheek, my neck, my shoulder.

      Repressed. I’m so repressed it’s hard to imagine more than that.

      I make myself do it, make myself trail my hand down between my breasts, where it’s warm and velvety soft, where I imagine Liam would know exactly how to touch me.

      You’re so beautiful, he would say. Your breasts are perfect.

      Because Imaginary Liam wouldn’t care about big breasts. He would like them small and soft with pale nipples. That would be the absolute perfect pair of breasts for him.

      And he would probably do something obscene and rude. Like lick them.

      My hips press against the pillow, almost pushing it down to the mattress, rocking and rocking. There’s not anything sexy or graceful about what I’m doing. It’s pure instinct. Pure need.

      The beginning of a climax wraps itself around me. Claws sink into my skin. There’s almost certain death, and I’m fighting, fighting, fighting for it with the pillow clenched hard.

      “Oh fuck.”

      The words come soft enough someone else might not hear them. They’re more exhalation of breath, the consonants a faint break in the sound. I have excellent hearing. Ridiculous, crazy good hearing that had me tuning instruments before I could ride a bike.

      My eyes snap open, and there’s Liam, standing there, frozen. Those green eyes locked on mine. His body clenched tight only three feet away from me. He doesn’t come closer, but he doesn’t leave.

      Orgasm breaks me apart, and I cry out in surprise and denial and relief. “Liam.”

      It goes on and on, the terrible pleasure of it. The wrenching embarrassment of coming while looking into the eyes of the man who raised me for the past six years.

      My hips pump against the mattress, pulling out the last few pulses between my legs.

      And then I’m lying there, wrapped tight around a pillow, unable to move, panting.

      I’ve never seen Liam looking anything other than calm and cool and capable. He can handle anything with a command that’s almost terrifying in its competency. Right now he looks at a loss.

      His voice is low and rough. “We should talk about this.”

      I can’t think of anything in the world I’d rather do less. “Or we could just…” I hate that I still somehow sound breathy and turned on. There are little quivers in my thighs. “Pretend this never happened?”

      “Come downstairs when you’re—”

      The sentence hangs between us, leaving me to fill in the blank. Come downstairs when you’re done fucking yourself in the bed I bought for you. Come downstairs when you’re done humiliating yourself.

      He gives a short nod, as if the unspoken answer is the right one.

      Then he turns, an about-face appropriate to any military ceremony.

      Alone in the room I have no choice but to face the mechanics of untangling myself. Unclenching my fists from the pillow. Pulling apart my legs. Acknowledging the dampness between my thighs.

      “Please be a dream,” I whisper, but my face is too hot. Burning up. This is real.

      On shaky legs I stand up from the bed and cross to the bathroom, where I wash my hands. Then my face. Then brush my teeth. I’m going into battle downstairs, and apparently good hygiene is my armor.

      Or maybe I’m just delaying the inevitable.
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            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Harvard University found that early training in the violin improves memory.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      FUBAR. That’s military speak for fucked up beyond all recognition. I’ve seen a lot of situations where the term applies, but none as fucked up as this one. As seeing a sexy woman hump a goddamn pillow while moaning my name, her soulful brown eyes locked on mine. Jesus.

      And the worst part, the truly terrible fucking part, is how my cock is iron hard.

      It’s like walking around with a goddamn club between my legs. It would be way too big and angry to put inside a woman right now, especially one as delicate, as innocent as Samantha Brooks. So it’s a real good thing that it’s never going to happen. We’re not a regular man and woman. This isn’t a casual fuck. This is a person I’m responsible for raising. My ward.

      I press the heel of my hand against my cock, willing it to go down. For someone with a ridiculous amount of control over his body, I’m acting like a horny teenager who’s just seen a pair of tits for the first time.

      Samantha appears at the door of my office, her cheeks an adorable shade of pink.

      “Have a seat,” I tell her, wondering if I should have had this conversation in the living room or maybe the conservatory. Where do normal families talk about the birds and the bees? Then again, we’re about the furthest fucking thing from a normal family.

      She crosses her ankles and folds her hands together, the picture of a good little student. Even though her little cunt must still be soft from orgasm, the folds still damp with arousal. It would be so easy to make her climax again, already warm and set and ready for me.

      I lean back against the desk, trying not to think about how those hands looked clutching the pillow. “First of all, I’m sorry for walking in on you. I was worried and didn’t think… well, you have a right to privacy, and I want you to know that.”

      Her flush deepens to red. “Please, sir—”

      “Liam. We’ve talked about this.” At the beginning I didn’t want her to call me sir because she shouldn’t have to do that. Lately there’s a different reason. Because of the way my cock jerks every time she says the word. God, she’s almost begging. Please, sir. That’s how she would sound if I spread her wide on her bed, tasting her little pussy.

      She coughs. “Can we just… is there any way we can pretend that never happened?”

      Christ. The memory of her sweet little body writhing on the bed is forever burned into my brain. I see it every time I close my eyes. I can’t imagine that changing any time soon. “Look, I should have talked to you about sex a long time ago.”

      “What?” The word comes out as a squeak.

      “It’s part of my responsibility as your guardian.” And it’s not my responsibility to demonstrate any of this personally—not, not, not. I can’t touch her, but I can make sure she’s educated about it.

      “I’m almost eighteen years old.”

      “Which is why I should have done this a long time ago. It isn’t right that I let my own… discomfort get in the way of your sexual education. I hired tutors for math and science and history, but I neglected this subject entirely.”

      She looks dubious. “You’re going to hire a sex tutor?”

      The thought of teaching her what she needs to know makes my blood run fast and hot. I swallow around the knot in my throat. I would show her where to put her hands, her tongue; I would give her so much pleasure, until tears leaked down her cheeks. “I don’t think that will be necessary, but you still should know some elementary facts before you—”

      Before she does what? Has sex? Who the hell is she going to have sex with when the only people she comes into contact with are military bastards employed by North Security?

      As soon as the thought comes into my head, it’s all I can think about. What if she wants to have sex with someone who works for me? How will I keep from killing him? Where will I bury the body?

      Then an even worse thought occurs to me. “You haven’t already had sex, have you?”

      She looks stricken. “No, sir.”

      I’m screwing this up. I don’t know what normal families do, what a healthy, supportive conversation about sex would look like, but it probably isn’t this. “I wouldn’t be angry if the answer were yes, Samantha. It’s your body. You get to make the decisions.”

      Of course I don’t mention that if a man under my command took advantage of her, I would have some very inventive ways to teach him a lesson. Never mind that I’ve recently become obsessed with taking advantage of her myself. I haven’t touched her—and that can’t change. I can’t kiss her or lick her or… bite her. God, I want to bite her.

      Her uncertain expression makes her look so young. “I’m the one who should be apologizing. Doing that in the middle of the day… saying your name… thinking about you when I do that.”

      Hell. I have to stand and turn away from her to hide the massive, throbbing boner in my slacks. “You can do all those things. I just need to make sure you understand safe sex.”

      She makes a face. “Why?”

      Because there will be plenty of boys who want to fuck her on her goddamn global tour, where she’ll be both a celebrity and completely inexperienced. “Because you’re going to walk out of this house in three months, and you need to know what’s out there.”

      Something passes through her eyes—maybe grief. “I see.”

      “So,” I say, my voice businesslike. “Sex.”

      “I know about condoms.”

      She knows about condoms. “You do?”

      “The oldest known use of condoms dates back fifteen thousand years ago, on a cave painting in France.”

      Surprise comes out as a racking cough. “Where did you learn that?”

      “A history book.”

      I stare at her, shocked that someone so incredibly intelligent, an actual genius by multiple measures, is this clueless about sex. It’s my fault, of course. I’m the leader in this house. It was my job to make sure she knew about her body. About protection. “Here’s what you need to know about condoms. They’re absolutely mandatory. If you decide to have sex with someone—and it is your decision—you have to use a condom. Say it back to me, Samantha. I need to know you understand.”

      “Condoms are mandatory,” she says obediently.

      That’s good, but it’s not enough. How could it possibly be enough? How could it convey to her how many assholes were out there, waiting for the chance to take advantage of her?

      Is this how fathers feel when they send their daughters into the world?

      I’m not her father. Not even close. I can’t imagine Ambassador Brooks having this conversation with his daughter, even if he had lived to have the chance. He wasn’t exactly a concerned father. His daughter had been a little secretary in his house, given orders and expected to follow them.

      Are you treating her any better, North?

      “Samantha.”

      She blinks up at me, so damn trusting. I want her to look at me that way with my cock in her mouth, with her eyes watering. “Yes, sir?”

      “Call me Liam.”

      A little cough that’s the closest she comes to telling me no. “Is there anything else?”

      Damned if this little violin prodigy doesn’t know how to dismiss a hardened, experienced soldier. She sits there so fucking prim and so heartbreakingly pretty I don’t know how to handle it. Maybe she is ready to go out into the world, to experience sex, to discover how much better a climax can be when given by someone else’s hand, but I’m not ready for it. Not even close.
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            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Japanese word “karaoke” comes from a phrase meaning “empty orchestra.”

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      Four years old. Saint Petersburg. The teacher suggested that I be placed in the music program so that it would be easier for me to acclimate to the school. Daddy signed the paper because it wouldn’t cost anything. The school provided an ancient basswood violin with a hard plastic case. A wrinkled instruction booklet showed how to place your fingers and introductory sheet music. I stayed up night after night working my fingers until they were raw.

      That began my love affair with the violin.

      Even when I’m not playing, the music lives inside me.

      I’m still warm between my legs, my body ready for something that’s never happened except in my imagination. I’ve made love with music a thousand times, but never with a man. Especially not the man who invades my thoughts every time I touch myself. He’s invading my thoughts right now, those green eyes and stern mouth a hazy picture in my mind. Muscles bunching in his jaw as he thinks about what to say next.

      Things like, It isn’t right that I let my own… discomfort get in the way of your sex education. That’s what he thinks of when it comes to me and sex—discomfort.

      I run up the stairs, still feeling the strings against my finger pads, the powder in the air. The hard gaze of Liam North. The sensations should be different, the structure of a violin wholly apart from the tangle of feelings I have around the man. They blur together anyway, a physical symphony I play and play.

      When I get to my room, Laney is there. She’s been my best friend ever since I moved here. She holds a black long-sleeve sweater in one hand and a black floor-length skirt in the other. “Oh my God,” she says on a moan. “You could work in a funeral home.”

      “Concert dress,” I say, rueful. There are black skirts in velvet and cotton and silk. Mandatory for playing in an orchestra, and even once I started playing solo, I still follow the rules.

      “What about if you have to go to a party?”

      “After a concert?”

      “Is music all you think about? Don’t answer that.”

      Actually my mind is flush with other thoughts, far more illicit, after the most uncomfortable sex talk in the history of sex talks. “It doesn’t matter what I wear. We’re not going to meet guys.”

      “Aha!” She holds up a blouse with silk ruffles and no sleeves. I usually pair it with a black camisole underneath and a thin suit jacket over the top, the fabric stretchy enough so I can raise my arms and play violin. “This will be sexy in a prim librarian kind of way.”

      “Why am I trying to look sexy?”

      “Because we’re going to sneak out and go to a club tonight.”

      “Tonight?”

      “This is for Cody. You can’t say no.”

      A few weeks ago Cody confided that the new coach at Kingston High made him nervous. That’s how he said it—made him nervous. We thought maybe he was one of those macho bastards who would hit someone if they didn’t run laps fast enough. It took some coaxing on Laney’s part to get Cody to reveal what he really meant.

      That he got a little too close to the boys he was supposed to be coaching.

      “How is going to a club going to help Cody?”

      “Ohhh, and these will be great underneath.”

      I stare at the tiny scrap of black fabric she’s wearing. Spandex. “Those are booty shorts. They go under my skirt so I don’t accidentally flash five hundred people after Brahms’s ‘Sonata No. 3.’”

      “We can pair them with some stockings I saw in your drawer. That flash of thigh is going to be the sexiest thing these boys have ever seen.”

      “They’re basically underwear. Why do we have to go to a club to help Cody? Why can’t we help in a library? Somewhere that we can wear regular clothes and go during the day?”

      “Because this guy has incriminating evidence on Coach Price.”

      “And he’s just going to give it to us?”

      “That reminds me. Do you have five thousand dollars?”

      “Oh my God.”

      “Look, don’t freak out. People our age go to clubs all the time.”

      “I’ve never been inside one.”

      “Because Liam still acts like you’re twelve years old and watches your every move.”

      In my mind I can see Liam’s stern expression. Say it back to me, Samantha. I need to know you understand. Imagine if I told him I wasn’t a virgin. I already know about condoms because I use them all the time. Well, maybe not all the time. Once would be enough.

      Would he have been shocked? Probably. He might have tried to lock me up in a tower and throw away the key. Or maybe he finally would have seen me as a woman. He wouldn’t treat me like I was a little girl if I wasn’t a virgin. Would he?

      “Fine,” I say, grabbing the clothes. “We can stop by the bank.”

      She follows me into the bathroom. “I’ve been working on cat eyeliner.”

      “A little privacy, please?”

      That earns me an eye roll. “Okay, Ms. Concert Dress. I happen to know there’s no privacy in those backstage rooms. And no marble floors either. So stop complaining.”

      Privacy? No. There’s not enough room for that. And any rooms with doors are taken by people having hookups before the show. It would have been easy to lose my virginity to someone playing the tuba or even a conductor, but I never wanted that. Being a so-called child prodigy has made me weird enough. I would like my first time to happen an ordinary way—with a man who cares about me, preferably.

      Condoms are mandatory. The words come back to me in a humiliated rush, my cheeks heating with the memory. I actually said that to Liam North. The words came out of my mouth when I was only a few feet away from him.

      Not only that, but I told him about condoms appearing on cave paintings.

      Awesome.

      The first attempt at eye makeup turns me into a raccoon.

      The second one isn’t much better.

      By the third attempt Laney achieves a somewhat smoky eye that tilts up at the side. I stare in the mirror, wondering how I look like a stranger even to myself. The ruffled silk blouse and black boy shorts look cute and sexy and completely un-Samantha-like. Maybe this is what it would feel like to be normal.

      Laney stands back, looking pleased with herself. “You look so slutty right now.”

      That makes me laugh. “Thanks, I guess.”

      She’s an unconventional fairy godmother, transforming me into someone who can go to the ball. Some people think that Cinderella was weak because she needed help. Those of us who’ve been orphaned, who’ve been alone, who’ve been smudged in cinders, we know the truth. We can be strong every day of every year. The hard part is leaving it behind for even a night.

      
        
        LIAM

      

      

      Knock knock knock.

      I’ve definitely learned to knock every single time I want to speak to her. Even if I hear voices coming from inside the room—Samantha and Laney. The door is too thick to hear what they’re saying, but they’ve been friends for a long time.

      “Yes?” That’s Laney, sounding playful and defiant like she usually does.

      It makes me wonder if Samantha told her about me walking in on her. I’m not sure whether I hope she does or hope she doesn’t.

      She deserves to share something that’s bothering her. On the other hand, it feels strangely good to have a dirty little secret with her. Too good.

      “Can I talk to Samantha?” I say through the door. Normally I would have opened it by now. It’s not like Samantha’s humping a pillow at this exact moment. Except I can’t bring myself to turn the knob. My fist tightens on the cool metal, but all I can see is small hands clenched on a white pillowcase.

      “No,” Samantha says, too loud and fast. “We’re having girl talk. Very, very private girl talk.”

      Very, very private girl talk.

      Then she is telling her friend about what happened this afternoon. My cheeks feel warm. Jesus. How long has it been since I actually blushed? Certainly not when I saw her hips fucking a pillow. All I felt was pure lust. Now I’m wondering what she’s saying about me. He’s a fucking bastard who’s barely hiding his erection when I’m around him. No, she wouldn’t talk like that. It’s the truth, though.

      “I’m heading out for the night. Call my cell if you need anything.”

      “Okay,” she says through the door, her voice like a squeak.

      Hell. “Leave her alone, North,” I mutter to myself.

      The rest of the men are already gathered downstairs, wearing clothes other than fatigues for a change, laughter bouncing off the walls. I meet Josh by the wet bar, where he’s pouring himself a drink. He salutes me with a wry expression. “Thought I might not see you tonight. Figured you’d stay here and play nurse for the night.”

      “Fuck you.”

      Eyebrows go up. “Well, well. What crawled up your ass?”

      Having to give a safe sex talk to the girl in my custody, a girl I’m responsible for. A girl I want to taste more than my next breath. “What are we doing tonight?” I ask, ignoring his question. “Because I already know it’s not a strip club.”

      “Not when you threatened to kick my ass.”

      “Sorry, but the stink of desperation and coercion really messes with my hard-on.”

      “What about a girl who loves attention and dancing?” Josh says, challenging me. He likes fucking with me. And apparently, he also likes strippers.

      “Are you really going to tell them apart?” I ask, my voice caustic. I can’t keep my employees from visiting a strip club on their off time, but I’ll be damned if I go with them.

      “Or a college girl who’s paying for tuition on tips?”

      “What about all the girls turning in their take to a pimp at the end of the day? The ones kicked out of their homes? Underage? What about the ones who don’t have a fucking choice?” I stop myself, breathing hard. Too late, I realize how much I gave away with my little speech. It’s too painful to think about what could have happened to Samantha without someone to look after her. Her violin fame might have given her some protection—or it could have made her a greater target.

      He gives me a hard look, but his voice is light. “Okay, we can have a good time without the chance of human trafficking. If you insist.”

      I wouldn’t be okay with strippers on a regular day.

      Today is not a regular day.

      After having the sex talk with Samantha, I have no desire to watch men reduced to animals over a pair of tits. Especially when all I can see is Samantha’s full lips forming my name, her eyes fluttering as she imagines me between her thighs.

      “So what’s the plan?” I say, forcing my tone to be casual.

      Josh pulls out his phone and texts me. The message contains only a photo of an ordinary brown rock holding down a one-dollar bill. The prize. “Jeff’s going to fly us over the desert,” he says, referring to our resident pilot. “We each get a parachute and a bottle of water. First one to find the prize wins.”

      This is what happens when you put a bunch of over-muscled alpha men together. We have to compete to find out who’s the best, even if one of us has to die trying.

      I glance down at my gray button-down and black slacks that I wore for a night in the city. “You could have told me before I got dressed.”

      “There are a handful of not-quite-street-legal cars waiting for us at the rendezvous point. We’ll take them into the city. Drinks. Dinner. More drinks.”

      Hassan joins us at the bar, throwing his arms over our shoulders. He’s already buzzed, which is maybe not ideal for jumping into the desert. “Let’s get this fucking party started,” he says.

      I raise my eyebrow at Josh, who sighs. We’ll have to jump after Hassan and make sure he makes it to the rendezvous point. It wouldn’t do to have him die the night before his wedding. His fiancée would be pissed, for one thing. And all those hors d'oeuvres would go to waste.
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            CHAPTER NINE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The Helicopter Quartet was written by controversial composer Karlheinz Stockhausen. It involves sending four members of a string quartet into the sky in four separate helicopters and having each musician play their individual part. Meanwhile, they are recorded and broadcasted into an auditorium where they are all played simultaneously for an audience. Stockhausen reportedly composed the piece after a series of unusual dreams involving helicopters and a swarm of bees.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      The call comes when I’m ten thousand feet above the ground. A small buzz in my pocket, which reminds me to zip my phone and wallet into the harness so I don’t lose them on the way down. I glance at the screen. A notification that someone’s at the south rear exit.

      Someone’s always coming and going at the compound. An overzealous security system monitors every single entry point. I’m anal enough to leave the notifications on even though I don’t usually need to see who it is. Except right now almost everyone is on a job or in the chopper. I left two men at North Security, one on guard duty, one off. I don’t expect trouble, but I’m a cautious man. Untrusting.

      Which means there are very few people who could be leaving right now.

      If I had to guess, it would be Cody in his beat-up truck that’s older than him with a hundred and fifty thousand miles on it. He probably visited Laney and Samantha, playing Mario Kart in the game room. There are a few people in front of me to jump, so I swipe to pull up the secure app that streams the video cameras.

      Sure enough, there’s the white truck pulling to a stop.

      The gate slides open, well-maintained and smooth. The truck pulls forward and disappears from view. Relief fills my chest, which is funny considering I’m about to jump out of the open side door of the chopper. This is an adrenaline jump. A good-time jump. A hundred times easier than having the sex talk with Samantha, pretending that I think of her as a daughter when I don’t.

      Hassan jumps, and the men cheer.

      The next few guys go quickly. They’re eager to get down on the ground so they can beat the groom-to-be. Either that or they’re hungry. Probably both.

      Josh glances back at me, a question in his eyes. We’ve been through enough close calls that he can feel the unease inside me without me having to say a word. He can feel it even before I do.

      Why the fuck am I uneasy?

      Everything I do at home, the training and the security, it’s about precaution—not actual danger. That’s for South America and the Middle East. That’s for the fucking jungle that is Washington DC. In the hill country of Texas? This is my land. I shouldn’t be worried about a damn thing.

      I give Josh a terse nod. Whatever it is, it can wait.

      He offers a salute, lacking his usual ironic twist.

      When it comes to the command structure, we don’t fuck around, not even on a bachelor party. He jumps, his movements as casual as stepping off a porch. The wind carries him sideways, so it looks like he’s floating. In the next moment a deepening fog swallows him whole. My stomach clenches into knots, but it has nothing to do with the men who just jumped out of the helicopter.

      “Your turn,” comes a voice in my ear. The pilot.

      “Sorry, Jeff. Looks like you’re our designated driver.”

      “We’re all driving once we get to the cars,” he reminds me, his voice unnaturally clear as the wind buffets around me, pulling me toward the door even as it tries to shove me deeper into the belly of the chopper. “And I’d rather be behind the controls than jumping out.”

      I glance at my phone again, sliding the little circle on the video replay back. There’s the white truck again. I can make out his silhouette, but only barely. It’s brighter in the air than it was on land. Dusk already fell. I narrow my eyes at the video, watching as the truck pulls forward.

      There. A movement, breaking the flat line of the seat beside him.

      As if someone had been crouched low to hide from the cameras, bobbing up a second too early. Who the fuck is in the truck with him? I’m afraid I already know. My gut was legendary in the navy. It’s not about a magical sixth sense. It’s a culmination of all my tactical knowledge and hands-on experience. A million different data points coalesced into a single decision—safety or danger. Life or death.

      “Hell,” I say.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “Take me back to the compound,” I say, biting out the words. Except they’re already gone. Even at 150 knots it’s going to take twenty minutes. They already have a head start, and there’s only one place they would go, especially without telling me. Into the city.

      To practice that safe sex you told her about, my mind says helpfully.

      Jesus.

      “Sir?” comes Jeff’s voice. He wouldn’t normally question an order, but this isn’t exactly a mission. If I stay quiet another two seconds, he’s going to turn the chopper around no matter what.

      “Belay that,” I say, my voice harsher than I intend. “Keep going.”

      “Yes, sir,” he says, which is basically the same as asking what the fuck I’m thinking.

      I honestly have no idea. Why the fuck is she going into the city right now? The answer is simple: to put the safe sex talk into action.

      Which means she could be hooking up with some frat boy right now.

      All I can see is red when I think of some asshole in a club thinking Samantha’s an easy target. It would be easy to blame Laney for being a bad influence or Cody for helping her sneak out, but Samantha’s a smart girl. She knows how dangerous the world can be. There’s a fucking reason she isn’t allowed to drive around without an escort. But I haven’t told her every single reason. That’s on me.

      Yeah, I’ll take this jump, but I have no intention of tracking down a dollar bill.

      “Tell the boys not to wait up for me,” I say. That’s the last thing I get out before I step off the helicopter floor. The wind holds me tight in its grasp, sucking the air out of my lungs. I’m twisted and turned, and I let my body drift through it.

      Adrenaline surges through my veins, but I save it, save it, save it. That’s for later, when I find Samantha somewhere in the city. And whatever fucker thinks he can put his hands on her.

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      Bass reverberates through rusted metal and torn leather. The truck pulls to a slow stop around the corner from the club, hiding in the shadow of an abandoned warehouse.

      “I don’t like this,” Cody says, gripping the steering wheel like he’s forcing himself to keep it still. He looks about two seconds away from kicking the gear into drive and taking us home.

      “Of course you don’t like it,” Laney says, fighting to open the door. It fights right back, struggling to keep her inside as if it’s an extension of Cody’s will. She gives it a kick with her black heels, and the door finally springs open with a bereaved grunt. “You don’t like anything fun.”

      “We’re only going for an hour,” I say quickly before Cody can change his mind.

      Cody lives with his father in an apartment in town. His father isn’t around much, which is probably a good thing. Most nights he’s in a bar starting a fight.

      And spending the next day in lockup.

      Laney’s mother works for North Security. She’s on the Red Team, the most active group of soldiers, so Laney stays on the compound more often than not. The three of us made up a strange little band of friends, despite our many differences. Like the fact that Cody has in-out privileges at the gates without needing a security escort. That comes from doing work after school on the compound. Ironic, since he’s the only one of us who doesn’t live there.

      “Why did I agree to this?” Cody mutters, more to himself than to me. “Your parents probably know a hundred ways to kill someone. And they’re definitely going to kill me.”

      “No, they’re not, because they’re not going to find out.” Laney slams the door shut and then smiles sweetly through the dusty window, posing as if for a camera.

      I hide a wince in the back seat. It’s not a very well-kept secret that Cody has had a crush on Laney since the day they met. That’s not exactly Laney’s fault. She can’t help the fact that he has a crush, but she does seem to take a certain delight in tormenting him.

      “I’ll make sure she’s safe,” I promise, stepping out into the cool night.

      “Hell,” Cody says, and I close the door against the ache in his voice. He wants to be the one escorting her into a nightclub like the line of couples behind a velvet rope. Not as part of a secret night out and definitely not as our designated driver.

      “You’re mean,” I whisper as Laney links our arms together.

      “Maybe,” she says, sounding a little sad. “But this is for his own good.”

      “I still think we should tell him what we’re doing.”

      “He would never have driven us here if he knew.”

      Laney tosses her hair back, marching right up to the bouncer, bypassing the line of people. “Hey, sweetheart. We’re looking for a good time.”

      The man has arms the size of my head. He looks intimidating, and considering I live in a sprawling complex that houses armed mercenaries, that’s saying something. His dark gaze sweeps down Laney’s body, leaving no doubt that he’s weighing what he’s seeing.

      My impromptu blouse and short shorts might look sassy enough to get into a club, but her red dress is the star of the show.

      “What’s your name?” he asks.

      “The name’s Jennifer,” she lies.

      “Sure it is,” he says, stepping aside to let us in. “I go on break in thirty.”

      Laney waves at him as we slip past.

      “How are we going to find this guy?” I shout to be heard over the thump thump thump. Someone stamps my hand, and then I’m shoved into a sea of people.

      Bodies move me back and forth, interchangeable, indistinguishable. My stomach clenches. I’ve never been around this many people at once. Strobe lights flash over the blinding white smile of a woman. The heavy-lidded eyes of a man. Writhing bodies that make plain the kind of sexual knowledge I could only pretend earlier, humping my pillow alone.
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            CHAPTER TEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The word “music” comes from the word “muse” in Greek. The Muses were daughters to Zeus and Mnemosyne, and protected the arts, including writing, dance, and music.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      The front looks like a warehouse with a bar installed. Laney slips a wad of hundreds to a bouncer, and we wind up in the VIP section in the back.

      Once we slip past the red velvet curtain, the scene changes completely. Deep leather couches create little islands for people to talk… or other, more physical activity. Raised sections of the floor surrounded by a metal railing put on a show.

      “Women only,” the bouncer says, nodding to the platform.

      “Sweet,” Laney says, grabbing my hand. “Let’s dance.”

      I linger near the entrance, reluctant to be the center of attention. There are other women dancing, and Laney was right about one thing—my impromptu outfit doesn’t look out of place. “We’re not here to dance,” I say. Laney is crazy smart, but she’s like a hummingbird, drifting from flower to flower, her body held in suspension only because of how fast she moves.

      She snorts. “Yeah, sure. Let’s stand at the door asking every person whether they’re going to sell us incriminating photos. We’re trying to appear normal, remember?”

      That’s enough to push me up the short steps to join the other women. I can be normal, damn it. I can do normal things like dance in front of a bunch of men I don’t know in what basically amounts to my underwear… Acid rises in my throat. Oh God, I can’t do this.

      I’ve never heard the song that plays over the speakers, loud enough that the bass reverberates in my bones. That’s just another sign that I’m not actually normal. I can name the composer in a handful of opening notes for most classical music, but I don’t know what’s popular on the radio right now.

      A man reclines on the black leather, his skin a sharp contrast to the shadows, his gaze locked on mine. Most of the men are looking at the bodies in motion. He’s looking at me—with amusement.

      Panic wraps itself around my throat, and I close my eyes against the strobe lights.

      The darkness settles over me, and I can block out the dancing around me and the men surrounding us. It doesn’t matter that I don’t know the song. I know the beat. The notes. The rhythm. Music is a universal language, and it speaks through me now, moving my hips in time.

      In the best moments I don’t move the bow or the strings. It’s they who move me the way they need. That’s what happens now, a kind of perfect passivity. The bass takes hold of me. My body reacts to the overt sexuality of the lyrics, turning warm and then hot, molten by the time the track thump thumps its way to transition to a new song.

      I open my eyes and realize that Laney’s watching me, her eyes wide. And she’s not the only one. “I didn’t know you could dance,” she says, something like awe in her voice.

      Heat rushes my cheeks. “I can’t.”

      That makes her laugh, almost a euphoric sound, one that expresses the freedom that I feel in every breath after being caged for so long. “You should see yourself.”

      I can’t help but grin back. “You’re a maniac.”

      “Back atcha,” she says, throwing her arms around me for a hug.

      “I’m going to look around,” I say as I squeeze her back.

      There is no one more loyal or caring than Laney, but she’s already distracted by the music, shaking her booty with another woman when I duck beneath the railing.

      I glimpse broad shoulders in the crowd, and my heart skips a beat.

      It can’t be Liam, of course. He doesn’t know I sneaked off the property. He doesn’t know what club I’m in or that we paid our way into the VIP section, but that doesn’t stop the worry from bumping through my veins. Swallowing hard, I force myself to skirt the edges of the room, looking for someone who might be looking for me.

      Laney is right about one thing—we can’t stand at the door asking every person whether they’re going to sell us incriminating photos. Only about half of the clubgoers are dancing.

      The other half are standing around, looking sexy and faintly dangerous.

      Then I glance up at a dark balcony. There are no dancing people up there. Only a single man wearing a black button-down shirt and dark jeans. I recognize him as the one who watched me dance before. He could be any one of the men come to pick up girls, but he surveys the club with a sense of proprietorship, as if he’s above it all.

      His dark gaze meets mine, and an eyebrow arches in challenge.

      I feel my cheeks flush. Is this how I would react to anyone flirting with me? Except I have the sense that he isn’t flirting. At least, not only that. There’s a sense that he’s waiting to see whether I’ll react. Like maybe he’s looking for the buyer to incriminating photos.

      Circling the edge of the room I find a black spiral staircase with a thin metal railing. It leads me up to the balcony, where he remains with his forearms on the rail.

      “What’s your name?” this man asks.

      “Samantha,” I say before realizing that I could have made something up.

      North Security is located in Kingston, Texas, a small town that had plenty of undeveloped land for Liam to purchase twenty years ago. There are endless hills for his obstacle courses as well as natural features like lakes and cliffs and even caves.

      People in Kingston know the ex-military men who visit the security company. Sometimes they even know Samantha Brooks, the violinist who appears in newspaper articles.

      We’re in Austin right now, the city with a sprawling college campus and state government buildings and a bubbling tech industry. There’s no way anyone would know who I am. Except that he gives me a slight, knowing smile.

      “Samantha. You look different than the pictures online.” There’s nothing but ordinary lust in his eyes as his gaze dips to my silk blouse and the flushed skin it reveals.

      “You’re the one with the photos?”

      That same slight smile. “Let me get you a drink.”

      I narrow my eyes. I’m the one who’s going to be giving him money tonight, not the other way around. “Are you the person I’m looking for or not?”

      “You don’t trust me?”

      “Not as far as I could throw you.”

      He laughs. “Smart girl.”

      I glance back at the platform, but I can only see a flash of Laney’s dark hair. She’s clearly enjoying herself, and I have no desire to put a damper on that. Besides, I don’t need her to make this exchange. I can do this and prove that I’m an adult. That I don’t need Liam North. Knots tighten in my stomach, because he would be furious if he knew I was here right now.

      Which is exactly why I need to do this. My imagination may not stretch that far, but I need to solve my own problems. Maybe then I’ll be able to move past this completely inappropriate and unrequited crush. Then I can move on to a quiet, boring life of endless practice, alone, alone, alone, playing the violin until my fingers fall off.
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            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Baritone Leonard Warren died onstage at the Met in 1960 just as he had finished singing Verdi's “Morir, Tremenda Cosi,” which means “To Die, a Momentous Thing.”

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      Once I hit the ground, it takes twenty minutes to get to the drop point.

      A row of luxury cars stands at attention—an orange McLaren, a red Ferrari, a yellow Lamborghini. Hassan is already there, holding up a dollar bill and grinning at me. His smile slips when he sees my expression.

      “Something happen, boss?”

      He means did something happen with the Red Team or one of the other men. Something life or death. Samantha sneaking out at night doesn’t qualify, even if it feels that way in the heavy beat in my chest. “No, but I’m going to head out before the rest of the guys make it. I’ll catch up with you tonight.”

      He still looks concerned. “You sure?”

      “Positive.” I don’t want to disrupt the bachelor party any more than I will by leaving early. More than that, I don’t want any witnesses for what’s going to happen next.

      Mostly because I have no idea what’s going to happen next. I’m a man who makes a plan and sticks to it. There are contingencies built in at every step. No surprises.

      And somehow, somehow I’m fucking surprised.

      I decide to take a rebuilt silver Rolls-Royce Phantom because it’s the least ostentatious of the group, which isn’t saying much. The keys are hidden under the back wheel in a little case I know to be fireproof and highly secure. Luckily I already know the combination—I study the shape of the back; 1956, the year this car was manufactured, though not the year it was sold.

      That’s what Josh would pick.

      Sure enough, the case opens to a plain silver key.

      I’m driving down the dirt road when Josh and another man make it over the crest, their silhouettes in my rearview mirror. Hassan will let them know that I’ve tapped out, and I have no doubt that they’ll enjoy the evening on North Security’s corporate credit card.

      Cody answers the phone in two rings. There’s a pause. Then, “Yes, sir?”

      He’s not officially under my command, not the way the ex-military men and women are on payroll. He does work for the company after school. Mostly he purchases supplies for the house and helps me build the training courses.

      So there’s no reason he needs to call me sir, but he does anyway.

      I’ve always found it endearing.

      Now I have to grit my teeth against the urge to swear at him.

      “Where are you?” I ask instead.

      A pause. “Sir?”

      “I assume you’re still with them. I know that even if you were stupid enough to sneak the girls off the compound, you would never leave them alone where anything could happen. Right, Cody?”

      A longer pause this time, one I imagine he’s going to break by blaming the girls for making him help them or try to play it off like it’s no big deal. Stronger men than him have cried when I use this tone. Give me the right answer or they’ll never find the body, that’s what this tone means.

      “No, sir,” he says slowly, and I have to give him credit. He sounds resigned to his fate, but he isn’t buckling. “I’m right here waiting for them, outside Club Melody.”

      “Don’t move,” I tell him before hanging up. “Not an inch.”

      He can follow an order, at the very least. He’s parked on the other side of the street from the club. Laney’s sitting on the back of his truck, legs dangling over. Both of them have a worried expression, which kicks my latent panic into high gear. I’ve been trying to reassure myself that teenagers go out at night all the damn time.

      But the solemn expressions of Cody and Laney make me want to radio in every single team under my command and declare a fucking war.

      “Where is she?”

      Cody swallows. “Inside the club. At least I’m pretty sure.”

      “It’s my fault,” Laney says, putting her hand on his arm. “I’m the one who wanted to go out, who convinced Samantha to come with me. And she was right there. We were dancing in the back, the VIP section. She took a break. I thought she was going to get a drink or something.”

      “She’s not old enough.”

      “I know.” Laney wrings her hands together. “Cody called and told me you were coming, and I looked for her so we could meet you outside. But she wasn’t by the bar or in the bathroom. I tried asking around, but people could barely hear me, and I don’t know where she went.”

      The girl seems near tears, and Cody puts his arm around her shoulders, managing a glare at me—which really takes some balls, under the circumstances. “Take her back to the compound,” I tell him, my voice hard. “You and I will have a talk when I get back.”

      His brows draw together. “But Samantha—”

      “I’ll find her and bring her myself.”
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        In 800 BCE the first recovered piece of recorded music was found. It was written in cuneiform and was a religious hymn. It should be noted that cuneiform is not a type of musical notation.

      

      

      

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      The man leads me to a back room in the club. I’m expecting a supply closet or a bathroom—something secret and genuinely illicit. This is an office, a little messy but clearly used by someone with authority. Framed vinyl records line the walls.

      He reclines on a file cabinet, his posture relaxed.

      “Do you work here?”

      “You could say that. I also own the place.”

      I reach for my clutch, which contains the envelope. “Then why do you need money selling photographs of sleazy coaches?”

      A low laugh. “How do you think we afford strobe lights around here? My business is information, and you want to buy information.”

      “Fine. Show me the video, and I’ll give you the money.”

      He gives me a slow grin. “What’s the hurry? I saw you dancing out there, sweetheart. Wouldn’t mind getting to know you a little better.”

      I swallow hard. “Not interested.”

      The sound of a scuffle in the hallway catches my attention. The door slams open, revealing Liam North in sharp relief, his eyes a brilliant, burning emerald.

      “Oh no,” I whisper.

      If Liam finds out what we’re doing here, everything is going to be ruined. Luckily the man seems to know that as well as I do. He takes a step back as if he’d just been touching me, as if he’s just been caught in the act. “Christ. You underage?”

      “Out,” Liam says, and the man gives him a nervous look before leaving.

      I stare at Liam. “Oh my God. You followed me here?”

      He stalks into the room. “That’s what you’re going to say right now? How about, I’m sorry I snuck out of the house at night and gave you a heart attack, Liam?”

      Pretend you came here to make out with a guy. “I’m not going to apologize.”

      A low growl fills the room. “You followed a man to a back room without even telling Laney where you went. I ought to lock you in your damn room and throw away the key.”

      “Hey, what happened to, ‘it’s your decision what you do with your body?’”

      “I take it back.”

      “You don’t get to take it back. I’m almost eighteen. You won’t have custody of me anymore.”

      “You aren’t eighteen yet. Almost doesn’t count.”

      Something occurs to me. “You can’t be mad at Cody for this. Don’t fire him or make him do a thousand push-ups or anything. I made him go. Laney, too.”

      “So all of you are fucking Spartacus?”

      “Huh?”

      “All of you are trying to take the blame.”

      “Oh.”

      He closes the door behind him. And locks it. “You might understand more references if you actually watched a movie once in a while. Or TV.”

      My pulse races. We’re alone right now. Very alone. “I prefer music.”

      A glance at the carved vinyl records. They don’t hold his attention very long. His gaze locks on mine. “Since when did I get cast as the Roman general in this little drama?”

      I glance at his fists. “Did you hurt a bouncer on your way inside?”

      “In my defense, they were standing in my way. I don’t take very kindly to people who get between me and my family. Besides, they don’t have to be hospitalized. Pretty sure.”

      My throat feels tight. “Your family.”

      “That’s you, Samantha.”

      I look away, hiding how much pleasure the word gives me. “Does that mean you’ll keep in touch with me when I go on tour? Will you come see me play?”

      His expression darkens. “We’re not going to be pen pals, if that’s what you’re asking.”

      It’s a physical blow to my stomach, the dismissal in his words. My instinct is to deny it. He couldn’t have meant it. He couldn’t have meant it to hurt this much. Then the moment passes and I’m left feeling sick, about to vomit all over the office. “Pen pals?”

      Something in his eyes softens. He doesn’t look warm exactly, but he doesn’t look quite so pissed anymore. “I didn’t realize you would want to keep in touch after you left.”

      The memory of our last talk heats the air between us—about condoms and sex. And the way he walked in on me when I moaned his name. God. I’m not sure I can stand another talk like that. “I’m not naive, Liam. I know you took me in because I didn’t have anywhere else to go.”

      A muscle in his jaw ticks. “That wasn’t exactly the reason. And even though I didn’t know you before I took custody, I’ve grown to care about you over the years. If I didn’t state it clearly enough, then the fault lies with me. I wasn’t raised to show… affection.”

      I stare at him, incredulous. Affection? It’s a cold comfort to a girl who’s always wanted the surety of forever. And the word might as well be alien to a man like him. “I’m going to tour the country. The world. I’m leaving, Liam.”

      He looks away. “Christ.”

      Unease moves through me. “Did you really think I wouldn’t come back?”

      “I don’t know why you would want to.”

      “Because I care about you.” Liam is six feet of pure muscle and hard will. There’s no way someone like me could go up against him and win. Except that when I take a step closer, he tenses. Another step and he goes still as stone. It gives me a sense of power, enough that I take the final step. “I care about you even though you’re controlling.”

      There’s only an inch between the ruffle of my blouse and the flat of his abs.

      “You think I’m going to apologize for keeping you safe?” he mutters. “You think I give a damn that you’re mad at me as long as you’re in one piece? That’s the only thing that matters.”

      “Because you think of me like a daughter?”

      He shakes his head slowly, not breaking eye contact. “No.”

      “No?” I whisper.

      “When I walked in on you…” His voice is hoarse. “I didn’t think of you like a daughter.”

      I should probably be horrified that he would think about me in any way other than family, except I’m the one who started it. I take a step closer, and there’s nowhere for him to go. He’s already backed up against the wall. This big, strong man who could probably make a whole army quake—or at least a battalion. And he’s cornered by me.

      This close I can see the green of his eyes, so dark they’re almost emerald, flecked with gold. A scar bisects one dark eyebrow, probably a scar from something terrifying and deadly.

      “How did you think of me?” I’m afraid to know the answer, but I’m even more terrified of never knowing. Of being a nameless, faceless body in that writhing crowd, hooking up with a stranger when the man I really want is standing right in front of me, inches away, his breath a feather-touch on my forehead.

      A small shake of his head. “It’s not right.”

      I’m not sure what right and wrong mean when it comes to us, but I know what it means for music. Someone can play a piece with perfect timing and notation. They can hit every single note, but it still won’t have passion. That part comes from inside. “Then be wrong with me. Don’t make me do it alone.”

      I push up on my toes, pressing my lips against his in a blind, artless kiss. I’m off center of his mouth, kissing the corner. He stands still as a statue, letting me wobble on my heels, letting me fall against him, only my broken kiss to balance me.

      Grief beats against my ribs. He’s going to make me do it alone. Of course he is. I’m always alone. A small sound escapes me. Loneliness. Pain. It vibrates against his mouth, sound made real.

      He jolts as if I’ve shocked him. Something unspools inside him. I feel it in the inch of air between us. And then I feel it in my lips. He takes over the kiss with shocking possession, his hand behind my head, his body turning us so I’m against the wall. He looms in front of me, blocking out the view. There are no vinyl records on the wall, no bass thrumming through concrete and steel. There’s only him, only this. How is it possible that only a few minutes ago I felt powerful? I didn’t know what this would be. I couldn’t know the way I’d revel in surrender.

      His tongue touches the seam of my lips, a pure electric sensation that makes me jump. I part my lips in surprise, pulling in the scent of him—man and earth, salt and sea. He tastes elemental. His tongue swipes the tender inside of my bottom lip. It’s more sensitive there than I could have imagined. I feel the slickness of the caress all the way in my core. My thighs clench together.

      So careful. So wary. I touch my tongue against his. He’s the one who groans.

      His hand fists in my hair, creating a delicious little ache. “Do you know what you’re doing to me?” he breathes, and I try to shake my head; it only makes him pull harder.

      “Liam… I need…” It’s like the bedroom when he walked in on me, my hips rocking, mindless, hungry. Worse than that. My whole body is moving restlessly against him.

      He tears himself away with a hard sound. Only an inch away. A rough tremor runs through him. It’s a small comfort, knowing that I’ve moved this man. Knowing how much control he has, knowing it’s eroded. But only a small comfort. He still leaves me panting against the door.

      “I’m supposed to protect you,” he says, his voice taut with guilt.

      “Against people like that?”

      “Yes, against people like that. He’s more than a club owner, Samantha. At least that’s not all he is. He’s a loan shark. The dangerous kind. One who makes sure his debts are paid with money or with blood. He doesn’t give a shit about doing the right thing.”

      A shiver runs through me. “How do you know him?”

      “I run a security firm. It’s my job to know these things.” He cups my jaw. “Even if it wasn’t, I would make sure to know every single danger within a hundred-mile radius. You’re too important to risk.”

      Determination hardens my tone. “You tell me you want me to make my own decisions as a woman, and then you take them away.”

      He pulls back, and cool air rushes into the space between us. “Because you lied to me, Samantha. Something could have happened to you, and there’d be no one to protect you, no one to even know where you went. That’s not a grown-up decision.”

      I look down where he’s holding my hips in place. It’s like prying metal, watching him lift his fingers one by one. Each loss feels like a chain link snapped.

      He pulls his hands away with an audible groan. “I’m not going to touch you again.”

      Hurt licks against my skin like flames, but I try to act casual. “Right.”

      “If you want to go out, of course you can. I’ll send Josh with you.”

      “Is that an order?”

      “Absolutely,” he says with burning green eyes.

      Despite the hunger in his voice, there's no trace of vulnerability in his expression. He's made of stone and water, as unconcerned as air. Gone is the man incandescent with desire. How am I supposed to be interested in the boys who are dancing in clubs when this man has kissed me? How can I be satisfied with warmth when I know how it feels to burn?
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            CHAPTER THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Violinist Lindsey Stirling has over 10.5 million subscribers on YouTube.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      A message blinks on my phone when I get home from school.

      The picture shows a mane of wild red curls, the kind I would have happily traded for my ordinary brown hair. I met Beatrix Cartwright many years ago, back when we were both children.

      Our upbringings couldn’t have been more different.

      She came from a wealthy family, her mother a famous pianist, her father a tech industrialist who doted on his family. Meanwhile my father had to be reminded that my Sergio Peresson violin was on loan from a music society, and we couldn’t sell it because they knew who had it. That didn’t stop him from threatening to whenever he was particularly broke.

      Her parents invested in her musical education and were supremely interested in her feelings. My father only agreed to let me play in the London concert because the queen herself would be in attendance. He spent most of the concert on the phone in the lobby, coming up for air only to glad hand during the reception.

      On the surface it seemed like we had very little in common, but Beatrix and I had something in common—we were both children with unusual talent in a world ruled by fierce, egotistical adults.

      Somewhere between practice and performance we became fast friends.

      Maybe it was fate, which knew we were both on the same dark path. The death of her parents changed the course of her life. I gave her what support I could over e-mail as I followed my father from desert to jungle to tundra, only to begin all over again.

      And then my father died, giving us one more thing in common.

      Orphans, both of us.

      I’m excited about the tour, her text says with a string of green-faced emojis, each of them about to throw up. She’s always had a dry sense of humor and a weak stomach.

      You’re going to be amazing, I text back.

      Her anxiety goes beyond stage fright. For many years after her parents’ deaths she didn’t even leave the penthouse in the hotel where she lived. Only recently did she begin to venture out, but it’s still difficult for her to deal with crowds.

      I only agreed to it because you’re coming, she says. When do you get here, anyway? Can it be now?

      Words appear on the screen even though I don’t feel myself typing them—I’m afraid to leave. I don’t want to. What if I never see Liam again? What if he never forgives me for lying to him? The thoughts are too private to be read, even by me.

      I hold down the Backspace button until they’re gone.

      Soon. I punctuate the word with a string of sobbing emojis. Three months, to be exact. It’s the closest I can come to revealing my true feelings, the same way the green-faced emojis revealed hers.

      How is Liam doing?

      Oh you know. The same. Stoic and strong and serious.

      So he’s being an asshole?

      No, of course not. I blush, trying to think of how to word this, how to describe what happened in the back office of the club. I’m not even sure I know the words. Not kiss or touch. Something more meaningful—and more fleeting. Actually, something happened.

      Uh oh.

      It’s hard to explain. We sort of… we almost kissed.

      Oh my God. Samantha. SAMANTHA. Did he take advantage of you? I’m going to fly to Kingston right now and punch him in the face.

      What? Don’t be silly, I say, typing quickly because she might actually do it despite her extreme fear of public transportation and the baby girl she has at home. She’s only doing the opening show in Tanglewood, which is where she lives. I wouldn’t be surprised if the label planted the opening show there just for her.

      Beatrix Cartwright is maybe the most famous musician on the tour, besides Harry March himself. She has a massive internet following from playing covers of popular songs and posting the videos online. It’s a different direction than the old-world classical music that consumes me, but I admire her skill—as well as her poise in the face of notoriety.

      He didn’t take advantage of anything, I tell her. If anything I took advantage of him.

      I’m giving you such a look right now. A look of disbelief.

      Really. I’m the one who wants him to see me as more than a child.

      But you ARE a child.

      I make a rude gesture using an emoticon in response. She’s only a few years older than me, and she’s already married with a baby. It’s actually common for people in our position—strange and rare though it is. We grow up fast and either settle down or burn out.

      Well, she says. I’m sure he turned you down. Liam North doesn’t know how to have fun, which has never seemed like more of a virtue than right now.

      Fun? The idea makes me smile. He knows how to fight and work and struggle. The idea of fun is as foreign to him as it is to me. We’re well suited that way. Yes, I admit. He turned me down.

      What aren’t you telling me?

      That makes me sigh. He really did turn me down. After he kissed me. It wasn’t almost anything. We did actually kiss.

      OMG.

      Don’t freak out. I know it’s probably inappropriate.

      Probably???

      God, how to explain the exhilaration of knowing he had chased after me, bursting into a nightclub, breaking through muscled bouncers to make sure that I was safe. And then the way his large hand had cupped my jaw, making me feel delicate.

      I want him to do it again. The cursor blinks at the end of the sentence, waiting with an accusatory rhythm. When I press the Send button, I feel only a sense of rightness. It’s honest, at least.

      A long time passes with the three little dots hovering where her response will go. She’s writing a long lecture about all the ways it’s wrong for me to lust after Liam, I’m guessing.

      But her text is very short. What happens when you leave?

      I know what she means. Both of us know what it is to be alone. To be left behind. It doesn’t matter that I’m the one walking away this time. Being adrift at sea is no better than being stranded on an island.

      Then it’s over, I say, knowing there won’t be any civic responsibility after that.

      
        
        LIAM

      

      

      Leaning back in my office chair, I close my eyes. The strains of the violin wash over me, soothing the rough edges inside me. I’m in agony thinking of the day when the room next door will be silent. What will happen to every jagged, violent thought inside me?

      And even still I look forward to the day that she’s gone. Because she shouldn’t be near me, shouldn’t have to soothe the devil that pants and snorts inside me. A goddamn bull, that’s what I am—and her innocence is the red I run toward.

      Well, I won’t be able to ignore her today. We need to talk about the e-mail from Kimberly Cox. Good news, the subject line says. She goes on to explain that Samantha was given a short mention in the digital edition today to raise publicity for the tour, in advance of her deeper profile in the print magazine.

      There are a hundred amazing things about Samantha Brooks. The mention could have shared any number of those things. The way she plays like a goddamn angel. The way she mastered violin beyond what most grown men can do at the tender age of six. The way she infuses new life into the classics, drawing the interest of maestros and luthiers from around the world.

      Of course the mention doesn’t say any of that.

      That would make too much sense.

      Instead it laments the mark of grief that Samantha still bears from losing her father at a young age. She used to hide under the desk in his office in Saint Petersburg.

      In fact she was there the fateful day that he died.

      The sentence makes my blood run cold. I never should have let the damned reporter speak to Samantha alone. Except that she’ll be alone on the tour. I can’t stand next to her for the rest of her life, putting limits on how much she says.

      I stand and follow the music like she’s the goddamn pied piper. I want to follow her anywhere, everywhere, want to drown if that’s where she leads me—and I suppose I’m halfway there.

      It’s my habit to wait until she finishes a piece. The last note sails through the air, sweet and melancholy. There are only four fucking strings on the instrument. She imbues each and every touch of the bow with some new emotion. It reaches into the hard core of me, deadly, devastating.

      “Did you read it?” I ask, my voice a harsh echo in the chamber.

      She blinks at me as if coming out of a deep sleep. That’s what music is for her, a kind of trance. Her cheeks are flushed with awareness. “Read what?”

      “The e-mail from Kimberly Cox, the reporter from Classical Notes.”

      “Oh, about the digital feature? Yeah, that’s cool.”

      Cool. Not the word I would have used to describe it, but then I know that her father didn’t die of a heart attack. “They printed the story about your father.”

      “Right. Well. It would have been more interesting if it were about music, but I guess they figure it was more of a public interest story that way.”

      “She had no right to share that.”

      Samantha gives me a strange look. “Are you worried that I’ll remember it?”

      Yes, but not because of the fear and anxiety the moment would give her. I’m worried that she’ll remember it because then she’ll know I was there that day. A blessing. That’s what the psychologist said about her memory loss. And I couldn’t disagree.

      I crouch down in front of her, the same way I did when she was twelve years old. Even then she would clutch her violin for comfort. She does it now without even realizing. “Samantha, I told you that your father had enemies. If they think you know something—”

      “I was just a child.”

      Children can be dangerous. This one had always terrified me. “A child who might remember something from when she was hiding under her father’s desk. Not only from the day he died. From before that. A phone call. A conversation.”

      She stares at me, bewildered. “What could I have heard that’s dangerous?”

      Because her father was a diplomat between politicians who aren’t in power anymore. That’s what she means. But what she doesn’t know is that he was a traitor to his country. That his actions disrupted governments—this country’s government—with repercussions that continued past his death.

      Yes, people would kill to keep those kinds of secrets quiet.

      “I’m going to ask you to do something, Samantha. When you do the press for the tour, when the reporters ask you about this, say you don’t remember anything.”

      She blinks. “They’re only going to ask about the music.”

      “Kimberly Cox didn’t only ask about the music.”

      Her brown eyes turn dark. “Are you sorry she came here?”

      She isn’t asking about the damn questions. She wants to know about the kiss. I should say yes. I should be sorry that the woman kissed me, that I kissed her back for even a split second, wanting her to be someone else. But that led to me walking in on Samantha. As wrong as it was, it was the single most erotic experience of my life. It was more than I dreamed I’d ever have of her.

      To my shame I’ve jerked off to the image of her in my head every single night. Every morning. My cock throbs in my slacks right now, eager to push through the fabric. To shove aside her skirt and press itself into her warm, welcoming body. She’d let me. She’d beg me to keep going.

      “No,” I say, my voice rough. “I’m not sorry.”

      Hurt flashes through her eyes, but I can’t begin to explain the complexity of my feelings for her. The way I shouldn’t want her. The way I want her anyway. My father always said I had the devil inside me. Part of me never really believed him—at least until I saw her masturbating. It took every last, torn shred of decency I have left inside me to walk away.

      Her chin rises, because she’s always been so damn strong. She’s always deserved better than me. “I’ll agree to your rule if you answer one question. Honestly.”

      My insides tighten. I don’t want this bargain, but her safety is worth it. It’s worth anything. “What’s the question?”

      I expect her to ask something about her father, to finally back me into a corner and demand the truth. She deserves that much. Why did you get custody of me? What happened to my father? I would have to tell her.

      “Did you ever want me?” she asks. “Really want me.”

      I swallow hard. “That’s what you want to know?”

      The milestones are coming at me fast, and they’re coming hard. Soon she’ll graduate from high school. She’ll turn eighteen. Those milestones are taking her away from me, bit by bit. None of them compare to what happens when her tour begins. Then she moves to Tanglewood for two months of practice for the tour and the opening show. She’ll travel the whole world.

      “Yes, I want you,” I say, my voice hard. “No, that doesn’t even begin to describe… I need you. I crave you. I dream about that kiss in the club.”

      “Then why won’t you—”

      “Because you’re not eighteen, for one thing. Almost doesn’t count.”

      “What about when I turn eighteen? Isn’t there a chance that you and I—”

      I would fall to my knees if I thought she should. “I don’t see why you’d want to,” I say, keeping my voice bland. “You’ll have a career then, a record deal, a string of performances under your belt. There will be any number of men.”

      She reaches out, her hand cupping my face. God, she’s innocent. She can’t know what she does to my body, the soft touch of her palm, the warmth of her. Or maybe she does know. Maybe she enjoys torturing me. “At the club you said you don’t think of me like a daughter.”

      Slowly I shake my head, my gaze locked on hers. “I don’t.”

      “Then how do you think of me?”

      My greatest pride and my deepest regret. And I wouldn’t be able to live with myself if I kept her tied here in the middle of nowhere. If I trapped her in the closet with me while I watched her slowly starve. “You saved me,” I say simply, unable to lie about this.

      Surprise flashes through those pretty brown eyes. “It was the other way around.”

      “Ah, no, Samantha. I was nothing when you came to me. A man with a death wish. A business that kept me from drinking myself into a stupor every night. When you came to me, it gave me something to live for. Something to believe in.”

      Enemy fire. Missiles. Ambush. There are things I could handle on the fly, but only one thing could strike fear into my heart—and that’s the hope in her eyes. “Then you love me?”

      I squeeze her knee and stand up, removing myself from her gaze. “Samantha. I’m sorry. You deserve a family who loves you, but that’s not me. I’m not capable of the emotion.”

      Her eyes glisten with tears before she looks down. “You’re wrong.”

      “And you have unbearably low standards. I only look like a good father because your own was such a bastard. When you go out into the world, you’ll understand. You want to come back after the tour? Fine. I’ll leave your room the way it is. What do I need it for, anyway? It will keep its pink walls and its white ruffles. And if you tour the world for a year and a half and still want the emptiness that’s waiting here for you, you’re welcome to have it.”
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        Composer Franz Liszt received so many requests for locks of his hair that he bought a dog and sent fur clippings instead.

      

      

      

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      I give Liam the silent treatment the rest of the week. It makes me feel like a child, but I can't help it. He has all the power in this relationship. All the secrets. Beatrix wasn’t completely wrong. He’s really a bastard sometimes.

      He's also the closest thing I have to family.

      It wasn’t only him. All three of the North brothers took me in.

      Josh taught me how to throw knives even though Liam nearly killed him for it. I'm weirdly good at them. Turns out the upper body strength and nimble fingers you cultivate playing violin translates well to six inches of stainless steel.

      I can hit the painted targets almost as well as a soldier.

      It was the youngest North brother who drove to the convenience store to buy maxi pads because I started bleeding when Liam was on an overnight trip. It was my first period. Even if Daddy had been alive, I don’t know how he would have handled that. Probably one of his aides would have taught me. Instead Elijah knocked at the bathroom door, grim-faced as he answered my questions—how long would it last and why did it happen.

      Probably I should be grateful to have them. So grateful that I don’t ask any more questions, but I can’t let go of my past. I can’t forget the guarded look in Liam’s eyes when I asked him about my father. What’s he hiding?

      It’s easy to keep up the silent treatment, because everyone’s busy with the wedding. Rows of white chairs replace tractor tires. Flowers overflow rustic wood containers. The entire lawn transforms from a high-impact obstacle course to a romantic lawn in a matter of days. These are soldiers. They perform their mission with precision and fearlessness, even if it involves canapes instead of sniper rifles.

      Of course, there probably are sniper rifles hidden around the property. I’ve played the violin in the room beside Liam’s office every day for the past six years. I can hear him even when he thinks I’m focused on the strings. He would see the wedding as an opening, something that an enemy could exploit. There would be even more defenses in place today.

      Liam is the best man, looking austere and remote in his tuxedo, standing with Hassan at the makeshift altar. There are faint shadows under his green eyes, the only hint that he did anything other than sleep. They’re interesting, those shadows, because of how rare they are.

      This is a man who doesn’t show signs of weakness.

      It might be daunting to some brides, the preponderance of stern, muscled men filling the white folding chairs. Jane teaches kindergarten at the local elementary school. Nothing scares her. That’s what she told me the first time we met, and it looks like it’s true. She’s beaming in her white dress with lace that cups her bodice and flares out to a wide skirt.

      Hassan swallows hard as she steps out of the tent, his eyes glittering.

      Play whatever you want, she told me. I’m sure it will be beautiful.

      So I play the song I would want if I were to get married, the one I’ve imagined walking down the aisle to, even though I’d never admit it out loud. Pachelbel composed “Canon in D” to play with three violins and a bass continuo, but I love it even more with a single lilting strain. My Nicolo Amati violin is small and proud. It prefers to play solo. That’s where it really sings.

      My troubled gaze finds Liam. He’s watching me, those green eyes sharp in the sunlight. He owns the land we’re standing on, acres and acres of it. He owns the company that employs almost everyone here. He’s a leader and a soldier and a confidant to the men beside him.

      And he’s my guardian. He wouldn’t hurt me. I have to believe in that, because without that I don’t know what I’d think. I don’t know who I could trust.

      I try to imbue the words into the bow, into the strings—I trust you, I trust you. But I’m afraid they aren’t completely true. I love him. I need him, but I don’t necessarily trust him. Maybe it’s part of growing up to realize that they aren’t the same thing—and I’m forced to look away.

      He finds me after the ceremony. “We should talk.”

      I give him a pointed look.

      “Still giving me the silent treatment?”

      When I was twelve years old, on the cusp of homelessness, of ruin, it was enough to know Liam would take care of me. I didn’t need details. Maybe I didn’t want details.

      Now it feels scarier not to know, to go into the world misled.

      Without a word I tuck my violin case beneath the risers near the house. It’s always strange to walk around carrying something worth a quarter of a million dollars. Some people say the violin is like a limb, but it’s more than that. It’s my heart. My soul.

      And it’s sitting in a velvet-lined case on the grass. No one would dare steal from Liam North, and technically the instrument belongs to him. How vulnerable it makes me to have something vital to my existence belong to another human being.

      A massive white tent covers endless platters of meat, pork belly sliders with homemade coleslaw and beef chuck-eye roast with a paprika herb rub. The bar serves blueberry mojitos with muddled mint leaves and fruit.

      A little glass pot contains scoops of warm tri-colored mashed potatoes. I add chives and shredded cheese before carrying it with me, circling the edges of the party. This far away I can see Liam with a mug in his hand, surrounded by people. He’s holding court, I realize. Some of the guests are clients of the company. Even wealthy men, successful men, look to him. He grants his audiences rarely with a reserved nod.

      He gives approval even more rarely.

      Josh slides into the seat beside me, a beer in his hand. “Nice job on the music,” he says. “Half the bridesmaids started crying, I have a hell of a time hitting on a girl with mascara running down their cheeks.”

      That makes me snort. “I wouldn’t think that would stop you.”

      “Well, I’m not saying I’m going to stop.”

      “If you want my advice, pick one this time.” There was an incident last year where he’d lured two women into his bed for a threesome. Except he had only mentioned it to one of the girls. The other one had not been pleased to realize she wasn’t the only one joining him.

      “In my defense, I was falling down drunk.”

      “How is that a defense?”

      He grins, unrepentant. “She still called me for a date the next day.”

      I can’t help but glance at Liam, where a woman touches his arm as she laughs, leaning close to give him a view down her dress. Will he invite her to his bedroom? There’s no question what her answer would be. Morosely I take a bite of the mashed potatoes, but even the buttery carbs can’t soothe the jagged edges of jealousy.

      “You have nothing to worry about here,” Josh says, his voice dry.

      “I’m not worried.”

      “He hasn’t slept with a woman in so long I’m pretty sure he’s forgotten how. Or maybe key parts of his anatomy have atrophied and fallen off. It’s not healthy.”

      I give him a sideways glance. “How would you know?”

      “Because no one who’s gotten laid would be that tense.”

      He does look tense. His knuckles are white where he grips the coffee mug. And who drinks coffee at a wedding, anyway? Everyone around him laughs and dances and flirts. These men put their lives on the line every time they take a job. They work hard, and they party even harder. This reception will continue long into the night. It won’t stop when Hassan and his pretty new wife leave for Hawaii.

      Liam looks like he’d rather be anywhere else.

      “Is it the Red Team?” I ask. Those kinds of things are top secret, but you hear bits and pieces when you spend hours outside the office every day.

      “Maybe,” Josh says. “But I think more than that, it’s the wedding.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “So much happiness and love in the air,” Josh says in agreement.

      It doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out that the brothers had a rough childhood. Even this violinist knows that much. Only the details are hazy. “So he doesn’t believe in happily ever after?”

      “He believes in it for some people. Just not for himself.”

      The man in question looks this way, as if he can feel my regard. His green eyes burn as he stares at me from across the room. “That’s the saddest thing I’ve ever heard.”

      “You want my advice?” Josh asks.

      “Not really.”

      “You got a hard-on for your legal guardian? Go for it. You want to work out some good old-fashioned daddy issues with Liam North, be my guest. I’m not the goddamn morality police, and Lord knows he could use the relief. But don’t expect anything more from him.”

      My cheeks flame. Is my lust for his brother that obvious? Even more than embarrassment I’m furious that he would presume to warn me away. “Maybe you’re not giving me enough credit. Someone might be interested in me for more than just sex.”

      He looks vaguely surprised. “Of course he wants you for more than sex. That’s not the issue.”

      Liam must see something on my face, because he starts heading this way. People stop him as he goes, catching his arm. He turns to give them a few words before continuing toward us. “I know I’m not experienced enough for him—”

      “He doesn’t think he has it in him to love someone.”

      My heart aches for what could have made him that way. “He’s wrong, of course.”

      “No, sweetheart. That’s the problem. He’s right.”

      Liam reaches us in a few long strides, his expression hard. The tan of his skin contrasts sharply with his white shirt. He’s removed his tux jacket, which only serves to emphasize the hard, lean line of his body. Silver cuff links glint from his wrists. He’s as well-formed as any piece of art, a feast of shape and texture for the eyes—but undoubtedly his eyes are the crown jewels. A deep green like malachite, with darker striations running through them.

      Josh stands. “How are you, dear brother?”

      The question is asked in a mocking tone, but Liam rarely rises to the bait. Instead he studies me, his green eyes questioning. “Are you all right?”

      I press my hands to my cheeks, feeling the warmth raging. You want to work out some good old-fashioned daddy issues with Liam North, be my guest. It’s hard to find my composure with those words still ringing. “I’m fine,” I say on a squeak.

      A low laugh from Josh as he wanders away.

      “Do I need to kick his ass?” Liam asks, looking grim. It’s not an idle threat. In the ways of male siblings, they have been known to throw a punch in an argument. And I have the sense that their past was more violent than most, which may make it worse.

      “Absolutely not,” I say, keeping my voice light. “He’s too hard-headed to learn this lesson anyway.”

      You got a hard-on for your legal guardian? Go for it.

      Somehow I don’t think the rest of society would view it in such a light. Things between Liam and me would always be taboo. Always forbidden. It makes me wonder if that makes it sweeter. Then I see the concern in Liam’s expression, the wry humor in his eyes, the depth of feeling, and I know I would have wanted him no matter what.

      
        
        LIAM

      

      

      There’s something strange about the way Samantha looks at me. Almost… nervous. Is she afraid of me? Jesus. “Well,” I say. “You’re probably right. But I’d feel better.”

      She gives me a droll look that says I’m all talk—which is mostly true. I don’t go around beating up people because they say shit to me.

      Then again, if they say shit to Samantha, that’s a different story.

      And her forced casual expression can’t quite hide the way her cheeks are pink, her eyes wide as she looks up at me. Definitely nervous about something.

      I find Josh outside the tent with one of the bridesmaids, about two seconds away from bringing her to orgasm with the crowd of revelers inside. I clear my throat, which makes him growl his annoyance. “Go away.”

      He rocks her against his thigh until she comes, biting his shoulder through his tux jacket. Then he whispers something in her ear that makes her giggle, and sends her away on unsteady legs with a pat to her ass.

      “God, you’re such a bastard,” he says without heat.

      “You have a bedroom.”

      “And taking her there would mean giving up on the buffet early.”

      Naturally he doesn’t mean the food buffet. “What did you tell Samantha? She was acting strange after you talked to her.”

      He rolls his eyes, which is something most men at North Security wouldn’t do. That’s the thing about working with your brothers. “I told her about the baby bird.”

      Fury stiffens every muscle inside me. “You did not.”

      “Oh yes, big brother. Remember that little bird? It had such soft feathers. You wouldn’t think feathers could be fluffy, but they were. It had fallen out of its nest.”

      I have to fight to keep from throwing up on the grass. Wouldn’t that be the perfect way to end the day? It’s been pure torture watching the happy couple, listening to Samantha play songs about forever and always. And now this.

      “Don’t,” I say, my voice harsh enough that even my brother should know better.

      He grins the same way he did as a kid—full of bravado. He would rather get the shit kicked out of him than admit defeat, and in our house, our father was happy to oblige. “You kept her in your closet, feeding her little bits of bread and peanut butter.”

      “You did not tell this to Samantha.”

      “So what if I did?” he says, laughing. “She was so sad when I told her about the peanut butter.”

      I grasp him by the lapels and slam him against a tree beside the tent. “You had no fucking right to do that. You fucking bastard.”

      He leans his head back, still laughing. “Don’t get your panties in a twist. I didn’t tell her about the baby bird, or about how Father found out. Or how he locked you in the closet with the bird for days, until you’d practically died of starvation and the bird had died in your hands.”

      I shove Josh against the tree and push away, breathing hard. “You’re a sick fuck.”

      “Yeah,” he says a little sadly. “I come by it honest.”

      He’s still fucked up over what our father did, and I wish I could help him, I really do. All I can do is give him operational command of North Security. All I can give Elijah is the chance to shoot at assholes when they shoot first. That’s what our family has come to.

      “There’s no point talking about the past,” I say. “It doesn’t matter now.”

      “Doesn’t it?” Josh says, following the path the bridesmaid took toward the entrance to the tent. “Sometimes I think you still haven’t let go of that baby bird.”

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      I’m the first one who leaves, slipping into the house with my violin case like a shadow. The faint clatter of dishes comes from the kitchen—the caterers hard at work feeding men who are never really full. I put my violin away with the same care a mother must show her infant child. It might seem extreme to some people, but the violin can’t protect itself. It can’t wipe away the rosin or polish its wood, so I do it.

      In the cool, conditioned air I realize that I’ve been sweating. The linen of my pale pink dress clings to my skin. Upstairs I take a shower, washing away the scent of the outside, turning my face to the hot spray until I run out of breath.

      I slip into my pajamas. Little penguins march across the pale blue flannel. It makes me feel safe and warm—I need that tonight. There are only a couple more months of sleeping in this house. There’s no reason for me to come live here after.

      The lights are off when I step into the bedroom. A lamp clicks, and light floods the plush beige carpet. I gasp at the sight of Liam standing near the entrance. His lids are low in the dim lighting, his green eyes burning emerald tonight. “Going to bed?” he says, the question lazy. Of course I’m going to bed. The question is what he’s doing here.

      “I’m tired,” I say, a little cautious. A little afraid. “Are you going to bed, too?”

      He shakes his head. “I thought I’d tuck you in.”

      Tuck me in? He didn’t do that when I was twelve years old. Why would he do it now? The idea wakes up every nerve ending in my body, as if I’m imagining his touch over the blanket, under the blanket, all around me. Nothing about my thoughts is innocent.

      He waits while I brush my teeth and change in the closet. I find him sitting on the edge of the bed when I come out, and I climb in, uncertain what comes next.

      “Your father made some people angry,” he says, his voice low. It’s as if the admission is torn from him, and it makes me wonder what else he’s been keeping held so tight. He pulls the sheets up high on my body, so it almost touches my chin.

      “What does that mean?”

      Liam brushes the hair away from my forehead, the touch of his blunt fingertips shocking even in their innocence. “It means he had enemies when he died. Dangerous people who would have hurt you out of a misguided sense of revenge. You couldn’t go into the system.”

      “Is that why you got custody of me?”

      “I could protect you.”

      My throat feels tight. “So you didn’t know my father? Not really?”

      “I knew of him. That was enough for me. The rest doesn’t matter.”

      “Of course it matters,” I say, frustrated that he can still pretend this isn’t everything. “It’s the whole reason you took me in. The reason you turned your life upside down.”

      “You’re safe now, child.”

      The word child makes me rankle with the desire to refute him. But he’s sitting on the edge of my twin-size bed, wearing a tux while I’m in jammies. I can’t refute anything. He bends to kiss my forehead, and I push him away with a glare. I don’t want a chaste kiss on my forehead. I won’t accept it.

      He frowns. “What exactly did Josh say to you tonight?”

      “He said you believe you can’t love anyone. Is that true?”

      “I suppose it is,” Liam says, sounding unnaturally calm about it. As if it doesn’t bother him to miss out on such a thing. “I care for you, though. Is that what you’re worried about?”

      I sit up in bed. “Tell me something. If you weren’t friends with my father, how did you even know that his daughter was orphaned? Was there some kind of mass e-mail to people in the intelligence sector? A post in a secret Facebook group? Lost little girl needs a strong and seriously grumpy man to become her guardian.”

      I’m panting by the time I’m done talking. It’s not only myself that I’m fighting for right now—it’s him. It’s us. And I’m willing to tear down every construct of our guardian-ward relationship to do it.

      Unfortunately he doesn’t seem to understand the severity of the situation. His lip twitches as if he’s holding back a laugh. “Seriously grumpy man?”

      “You’re like a bear who’s been woken up from hibernation.”

      “Maybe,” he allows. “But I have a reason to be concerned about you.”

      “That’s why you freaked out about us going to the club?”

      “Well, that and the fact that you’re not eighteen yet. Where did you get fake IDs?”

      “Look… I have to tell you something about the club.” Nighttime is made for confidences, and I have the irrepressible urge to confide in him. Maybe it will become my downfall, trusting Liam. I have to try. “That man—”

      “Criminal,” Liam corrects gently.

      “It wasn’t random that I met him there. I went there to find him, so that I could—”

      “I know exactly why you went there.”

      My mouth snaps shut. “Excuse me?”

      “You obviously were looking to lose your virginity.”

      Shock steals my breath, so I can only stare at him in bewildered horror. After a moment I’m suffused with outrage. “And what makes you so sure about that?”

      “I understand,” he says, with what appears to be sympathy. “You’re clearly experiencing a spike in hormones. Maybe even still suffering from some late stage puberty.”

      I stare at him in undiluted horror. I’m over here thinking about love and sex, about protecting my friend, about a new beginning. And he thinks I’m having hormones.

      “Samantha,” he says gently.

      “No, you’re probably right. Hormones. Puberty.”

      “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about.”

      I’m embarrassed and horrified and most of all, so sad I could cry. Tears prick my eyes. Anger rushes through my veins in a heavy beat. Maybe I actually am experiencing hormones, but that doesn’t mean what I feel for him isn’t real. “Good night.”
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        The violin was considered the leader of the orchestra before conductors became common.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      In some ways Liam North was an indulgent guardian. He would spend two hundred thousand dollars on a violin. He persuaded an infamous violin teacher to move to Kingston so that I could visit him once a week. There were an endless supply of books and music. I always had the latest model phone, some before they were released to the public due to his connections at the major tech companies.

      In other ways Liam was the strictest guardian.

      My transient existence as a diplomat’s daughter had given me its own education. I knew how to barter for fish in an Indonesian market and how to counter the early signs of frostbite, but I couldn’t name most of the states. School, he decided. Not private tutors. Not correspondence courses. I should attend an ordinary school with ordinary classes. I’m not sure how ordinary it is to be driven every day by an armed guard in a limo, but St. Agnes did give me a normal experience.

      As normal as you can be when the tuition costs thirty thousand a year.

      “You ready?” Laney murmurs.

      I’m fiddling with the Bunsen burner, nudging the beaker with my tongs. According to Mr. Washington there should be precipitate once the molecules get hot enough to release the sodium. “I’m ready to be done with this experiment.”

      “Forget about the experiment.”

      “That’s easy for you to say. You’re going into finals with a ninety-nine.” Laney is freakishly smart, which means she can get straight As without even paying attention. Meanwhile I can’t figure out whether I missed something crucial not going to elementary school or whether I’m just naturally terrible at chemistry. If these were sheep intestines that needed to be stretched, if I needed to figure out the precise frequency of a note, I could muster up some interest.

      Impatient, Laney taps the beaker. A small pile of white powder appears at the bottom. “We should be grateful he agreed to meet us here.”

      “Seriously?” I mutter, writing down my findings in the lab notebook. “I know that, but I still don’t know how we’re going to get past the hall monitors.”

      St. Agnes could pass for a high-security prison. Every school shooting that happens somewhere in the country is another excuse for them to add metal detectors and cameras—all of it expensive. It makes doing something as simple as skipping class a tactical maneuver worthy of North Security. Luckily I have the daughter of one of the greatest strategists for a partner.

      She pulls a key card from her pocket, letting me see it for only a brief moment before slipping it back into her navy blue sweater. “Simple.”

      I stare at her, incredulous. “You stole Mr. Washington’s security pass?”

      “Don’t freak out. He’s always losing his pass, so much that the secretary at the front office keeps an extra one for him in her desk.”

      “What happens when she sees that it’s gone?”

      “That won’t be for days. We’re going to graduate next week.”

      I’m simultaneously impressed and horrified at how casually my friend has broken the rules. “You realize we’re upgrading from breaking school rules to illegal activity, right?”

      She scoffs. “What’s illegal about swiping a key card?”

      “Theft.” I tick the words off with my fingers. “Trespassing. Oh, not to mention blackmail.”

      “All for the greater good.”

      Acid rises in my throat. If she weren’t right about that, I would refuse to do it. I’m not a rule breaker. Not a rebel. At least I didn’t use to be. That seems to be changing. “All I’m saying is that if we wind up in jail, I’m blaming you.”

      “Please. I have about three fake passports that could get me out of the country.” At my expression, she adds, “I’m kidding, of course.”

      I don’t think she’s kidding. “And leave me here to take the fall?”

      Like the way she did at the club. But I know that about her. She’s the one who found the guy selling a tape that we can use for blackmail. She also set up the meeting. That’s actually a high amount of planning for someone who flew to Coachella in a hot air balloon. I’m the one with the envelope of cash in my backpack. I have to be the one to finish this.

      “Nothing is going to happen,” she says. “No one is going to fall. This is exactly how my mom got into a Nicaraguan embassy and aided the rebellion.”

      “Which rebellion?”

      “Does it matter? We’re speaking truth to power right now. Coach Price is going down.”

      Because Laney is a smart girl and because it’s the only plan we have, I manage to convince myself that everything is going to be fine.

      We’ll buy the evidence we need to blackmail Coach Price. We’ll protect Cody and the other boys he coaches without breaking our vow of silence. And we’ll definitely not end up fleeing the country under an assumed name.

      At least I believe that until I use the card to get to the tennis court, where the club owner is supposed to be waiting. Only, he’s not there. Principal Keller stands there instead.

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      Liam and I have sat in the principal’s office together before. Once when he enrolled me in the school, after an interview process where Liam drilled the teachers in both core subjects and drama and of course music. Even though it was understood that the serious music learning would happen with my tutors outside school, both Liam and the school agreed that I should participate in orchestra. For the camaraderie, Miss Harper said. If six girls hating my guts for taking first chair every year was camaraderie, then it had definitely worked.

      Then again every year as we discussed my progress, my course schedule, my socialization. That’s what they called me sitting alone at the lunch table in tenth grade when Laney had volunteered in Costa Rica for a semester.

      Daddy never set foot in one of my schools. He would write a note—or have one of his aides write a note. I would take the bus to school, if there was a bus. I also took a train or a rickshaw or in one singular incident in Columbia, a donkey.

      And if a teacher ever demanded to see my father, if that was the price of entry, then I simply wouldn’t go. We’ll be leaving this hellhole soon enough, Sam. He called them all hellholes, even if it was a five-star hotel with crystal glasses and gold chandeliers.

      Liam showing such an interest in my schooling was strange. Foreign.

      And a balm to my grieving little heart.

      I repaid him by being the best student St. Agnes had ever seen, forcing my brain to make sense of literature and government when all I really wanted to think about was music.

      The number of times he got called to the principal’s office for bad behavior?

      Zero.

      Until today. His expression when he appears at the door is hard. Remote. His green eyes promise punishment. This is the Liam that enemies see when he’s in the field, and I shiver in response. I’m the enemy in this situation. I’m sitting in a chair beside the receptionist’s desk—probably the same chair where Laney was sitting when she stole that security card.

      Thankfully I managed to shut the door in Laney’s face before Principal Keller saw her, which means she’s in the clear. My fate is yet to be decided.

      I make a sound of dismay, of apology.

      “Samantha?” he says, his voice severe. I think he wants me to have some easy explanation for what’s happening, but I don’t even know. How did Keller know I would be there?

      “I’m sorry,” I say, feeling miserable. I’m not only sorry for him being called in. I’m sorry that I can’t confide in him, that as close as we are, we’re not close enough for that. Judging from the dark cloud that passes over his expression, he knows what I mean.

      Principal Keller appears at the door, a tall man who seems to become more slender every year. His mouth is set in a severe line. “Mr. North. Thank you for taking the time to come today. Please come in.”

      Liam looks at me. Apparently he wants me to come in with them. I follow the principal inside with my head down. I take the seat nearest the door, as if I could bolt. Liam sits in the seat beside me, reclined in a pose that’s deceptively casual. He shouldn’t even fit in the chair. Six-foot-something with lean muscles. The itchy gray fabric on top of a hard-plank of a chair is designed for teenagers. Or maybe adults from fifty years ago. Liam doesn’t look bothered by the size of the chair or its questionable stains. Discomfort can’t touch him. He looks like he could sit there for years, or that’s what it feels like, his gaze heavy on me. My face flames.

      Principal Keller clears his throat. “I’m afraid that Ms. Brooks faces serious charges today. We found her with a security pass belonging to a teacher. She used it to leave the building, when she should have been in calculus.”

      “Is that true?” Liam asks softly.

      The principal looks affronted. “I found her outside holding the—”

      “I asked her a question,” Liam says, without taking his gaze from me. He’s going to make me say it. He’s going to make me admit the shame out loud.

      “Yes,” I whisper, not sure whether I’m more humiliated that I did it or that I got caught.

      “I’m afraid it gets worse,” Principal Keller says, pulling out a familiar white envelope. He sets it on the desk as if it’s a proclamation of guilt—and well, I suppose it is. “She had this on her person. A rather large amount of money to be carrying around on a Monday, don’t you think? I suppose she wanted to purchase an extra snack at lunch.”

      Oh great, now he’s a comedian. Of course no one laughs. Liam opens the envelope and glances inside, his thumb rifling through the hundred-dollar bills. He’s probably counted the money down to the exact amount.

      “No doubt she was going to buy drugs,” Principal Keller adds.

      “Leave,” Liam says, his voice low.

      My stomach sinks. It’s only my worst fear for the past six years, that I would have no place to go, that the one person in the world who cared about me would have enough. Every muscle in my body knots hard enough to make me throw up. I’m clenched on the edge of the hard chair, panic thick in my throat.

      Liam looks toward the principal. “We need a minute.”

      “This is my office, sir.” Principal Keller’s mouth opens and closes like a fish. “Well, I can see that this is a very serious matter. Probably you want to… one minute, only.”

      Then we’re alone.

      I can’t relax. He wasn’t speaking to me then, but that doesn’t mean I’m off the hook. It was only a matter of time until he got tired of you. I should be grateful that he kept me around this long. At least I’ll have graduated high school, assuming St. Agnes gives me a diploma. I won’t have a violin if he kicks me out, but I know how to play.

      “Stop that,” he mutters.

      I swallow hard. “Stop what?”

      “Whatever it is you’re thinking. It makes me feel like I’m kicking a damn puppy. Don’t give me those eyes; you’re going to explain yourself. Where did you get this money?”

      “It’s my violin money.” There have been some performances in the space between school—a few concerts over the summer and a trip to Italy last winter break. They pay pretty well. It would have been within Liam’s rights to keep the money. After all, he’s the one who pays for my school and my clothes. He paid for the violin I used to play.

      But he’s always kept the money in a bank account under my name only.

      “You were going to spend your violin money on drugs,” he says, his voice flat.

      “I wasn’t going to buy drugs,” I say, affronted. Bad enough that he knows I lied to him, that I kept a secret. The thought of disappointing him makes my stomach turn inside out. He doesn’t need to think I’m trying to get high on top of that.

      “Then what the hell is the money for?”

      I press my lips together. Cody and Laney are two of my best friends in the world. I promised them I wouldn’t share this secret, but that was before Liam looked at me like I’d disappointed him. “It was for a good cause,” I say. “We were going to speak truth to power.”

      “We?” he asks, his eyebrow rising.

      Shit. I’m sure he can guess who my partners in crime are, even if I did manage to keep Laney out of trouble. “Look, the truth is… I can’t tell you everything. It’s about loyalty and doing the right thing, even when it’s hard.”

      “Christ,” he says.

      I take a deep breath, tears stinging my eyes. “And if you want me to move out, I’ll understand that. I’m almost eighteen, almost graduated high school, and then the tour—”

      He makes a slashing motion with his hand. “Move out? You’re clearly upset and caught in the middle of something, so I’m going to pretend like that’s not a goddamn insult. Did you think that when I took custody of you, it was just for when things were easy? That I would only want you around if you made the goddamn dean’s list?”

      The way he says it means the answer is no, but I lived too long without any approval to really believe otherwise. My whole life has been about pleasing other people—about making my fingers move fast enough so that someone would clap at the end of the song.

      “We’re going home,” he says, almost growling the words. “Where you will go to your room and think about what you’ve done. Because you are officially grounded.”
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            CHAPTER SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        When violinist Fritz Kreisler served in WWII, his aural sensitivity helped him determine the location of large artillery by listening to the changing pitch of incoming shells across the battlefield.

      

      

      

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      Liam gets called away for work on the drive home, which is a relief. It gives me time to rebuild my defenses. Grounded? I’ve never been grounded in my life. He has no right to do that. And I still don’t trust him to do the right thing where Coach Price is concerned.

      He might decide to do nothing and to block me from helping.  That’s what he said about the guy at the club, after all. That he would look the other way for local criminals, as long as they left him alone.

      That hasn’t changed, but we’ve run out of options. The tapes that we were going to use to blackmail Coach Price disappeared along with the club owner. Liam has the money that I was going to use to buy them, anyway. My violin money—gone.

      There’s nothing left to do but trust Liam, and the knowledge rises like acid in my throat. I’ll have to tell him that Coach Price was doing bad things. That Cody needed us to do this. Maybe he’ll consider it his civic responsibility to help. Like me.

      That night I wander through the halls of the darkened house. Our bedrooms have never been close together, one of the many ways that he’s kept distance between us. Ironically I sleep in what’s formally the family wing of the house, in the master bedroom. Liam uses a room beside his office to sleep. I have to pass the music room along the way, the shadows heavy, the silence dark. My violin rests in its case, but I feel its uneasy heartbeat as I pass.

      A sound comes into the hallway, and I pause on the hard wood.

      It was almost an animal sound, grumbling and dangerous. I take another step. Another. There’s only quiet now, but the hair on the back of my neck rises.

      Then I hear it again—a growl of warning.

      Blood races through my veins. I may not fully trust Liam, but he’s the only place I feel safe. His door is cracked open, revealing only a blanket of darkness. I push inside to safety, glancing over my shoulder, my pulse a hard staccato in my throat. Closing the door, I lean against it, panting.

      Only to realize the sound is coming from inside the room.

      A form writhes on the bed, large, menacing. A wild sound of rage. Of pain?

      “Liam?” I whisper.

      My eyes adjust so slowly, revealing a feral animal, revealing a man in sleep. White sheets are tangled around his waist. His shoulders are thick with muscle. He grasps the sheets, the pillows, fighting something. My heart clenches at the realization.

      Liam North is having a nightmare.

      I put my hand on his shoulder. Tension ripples beneath my palm. He’s facing down, fighting some invisible enemy, sweat a faint gleam across a landscape of strength.

      He goes still.

      “It’s just a dream,” I say, soothing. Only it doesn’t feel like a dream. There are terrible demons in the room, as living and breathing as I stand here. Maybe more.

      A crash of motion, and then I’m pulled, twisted, pinned onto the bed. I land hard on the expanse of cool sheets. Breath leaves me in a rush. A large body cages me from above, an arm pressed across my neck. It’s not hard enough to keep me from breathing, but I definitely can’t move.

      “Liam,” I say, gasping. “Liam!”

      He trembles above me, around me. He’s become my whole world—and it’s a dark place to live. His breath saws through the air like a serrated blade.

      “How dare you,” he says, his voice guttural.

      He’s asleep, he’s still asleep, and I don’t know how to wake him up. Only then his hand moves from my neck to my jaw.

      His thumb brushes over my cheek. “Samantha,” he mutters.

      “I’m sorry,” I say, more for whatever horrors haunted him in the nightmare than for waking him. Someone should be here every night, to pull him back to the land of the living.

      “I could have hurt you.” He sounds hoarse but coming awake. “Do you have a goddamn death wish, Samantha? I could have killed you.”

      I’m trembling underneath him, still trying to make sense of how I ended up on his bed, how I ended up between his thighs, the heavy weight of something on my stomach. “You wouldn’t hurt me,” I say, the words coming breathless and unsure.

      The smell of him—earth and musk and salt. It’s all I can think about, the way he surrounds me. The way he moves over me. This is how it would feel if we made love. Even his arm across my neck… it’s meant to be a violent act, but it feels sensual. My nerves pick apart every sensation: the heat of him, the rasp of hair across his forearm, the throb of his pulse.

      This is every erotic dream I’ve ever had, everything I see when I close my eyes, my hands between my legs. It would be perfect—if he wasn’t still trembling from aftershocks. What kind of terrible thing would make Liam so scared he would lash out like an animal? He’s the most controlled person I’ve ever met.

      He dips his head, his lips against the curve of my ear. “I would,” he murmurs, but it sounds like he’s trying to convince himself. “You aren’t safe with me.”

      The words resound inside me. I’m not sure they’re true, but I’m sure he believes them. Don’t they match what I thought when I came here? That I can’t trust him. That I would be a fool to trust him… and yet, seeing him in the throes of his nightmare has changed everything. He’s two hundred pounds of solid muscle straining above me, but he’s the vulnerable one right now.

      I run my hand over his back as if I can soothe him.

      As if I can tame him.

      
        
        LIAM

      

      

      My mind reels from the sudden break of night.

      Darkness blankets the bedroom, but not like my dreams. It’s not the lack of light that makes dreams dangerous. It’s the lack of hope.

      Breath saws through my throat. Every muscle is pulled tight, ready to strike. Slowly, slowly, the shadows form into the shape of a person. Samantha looks up at me, her eyes wide with fear.

      “Christ,” I say, my voice hoarse. “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      She blinks at me, her mouth open. That’s when I realize that I still have my arm across her neck. She can’t breathe. I’m hurting her. I swore I’d never hurt her.

      I pull back enough to let her breathe, but something strange happens. I can’t stop touching her. I’m clutching her, feeling her, making sure she’s not broken or bruised. My hands are rough. I’m probably making it worse, but I need to feel her solid and warm and alive.

      A ragged breath. Another. Her slender body shakes underneath me, her eyes watering. “I’m fine,” she says even though it’s clearly a lie. “Fine.”

      “Fine,” I repeat, grim and sick with it. “You’re the furthest fucking thing from fine. I could have killed you, Samantha. Do you understand that? I could have crushed your windpipe in a second.”

      A shiver takes her body. She’s scared of me.

      As she should be.

      It’s not a regular man who got custody of her six years ago. I hide the feral part of me, but it’s inside, waiting to get out. “Don’t ever do that again—Jesus, don’t. Don’t cry.”

      Tears slip from her eyes, but she doesn’t make a sound. That hurts almost more than if she’d sobbed in my arms. I learned violence in my childhood. She learned to hide her pain.

      “I’m not hurt,” she whispers.

      “You are,” I say, insistent. She’s hurt in so many ways she can’t even count them all. She came to me shattered. The bastard of a father had neglected her in a thousand ways for the first twelve years of her life. And then he’d died. My fault. It was my fault he was gone, and the worst part is that I’d never once regretted it. Not when it brought her to me.

      Her palm cups my face, rubbing gently. Her skin is so soft, impossibly fragile as it rasps against a day’s growth on my jaw. “What were you dreaming about?”

      My entire body reacts to that—a sudden jerk, as if she slapped me instead of caressed me.

      What was I dreaming about? I don’t want that near her. Not even the description of it. Not even the thoughts. “It doesn’t matter.”

      Her eyebrows draw together. “Was it from when you were overseas?”

      From my time as a soldier. Yes, there were some dark moments. Blood and death. That’s probably what I should be having nightmares about. I’ll send my brain a fucking memo, because it can’t seem to get over what happened years before that. “No.”

      “You sounded…” She swallows. “Afraid.”

      Afraid. Yeah, I’d been afraid. It had buried itself deep in my skin, and all these years later, even knowing that no one can hurt me, it hasn’t left. The irony is that it made me a beast on the battlefield. I wasn’t afraid of a goddamn IED blast. Nothing in that godforsaken desert could scare me. There’d been a time in my life it would have been a blessing.

      Another tear rolls down her face, and I realize she isn’t crying because I hurt her. She’s crying because I’m hurt. Something strange tightens in my chest. I basically attacked her like an animal, like a fucking animal, and she’s worried about me.

      “It doesn’t matter what I dream about. The important thing is that you never do that again. Why did you come here?” But for some reason I can’t make myself let go of her.

      She’s still underneath me, her body warm and quivering.

      My cock is hard. The warmth of her, the sweet scent of her. She must feel my erection where I’m straddling her. Does she know what it means? Of course she does, you bastard.

      “It does matter,” she says, squirming a little in ways that make my cock flex against her flat little stomach. “It matters what you’re dreaming about.”

      My body doesn’t feel like it’s under my control. I want to blame the nightmare, but this isn’t something I ever thought about when I was five years old in a goddamn well. I dip my head to breathe her in. Maybe the scent, one deep breath—it might be enough. It’s not. I need more. I press my face against her neck. The bristles on my jaw rasp against her. My lips follow to soothe away the sting. Her breath catches, and I can’t make myself stop.

      “I’ll prove it to you,” I mutter, my voice almost a growl.

      Her eyes widen, dark pools that I could drown in, but she doesn’t look afraid.

      She looks curious.

      How can I send her out into the world like this? So damn innocent. So trusting, when she has no idea all the ways I want to use her. I close my fist hard, pulling her hair taut, exposing her neck, a pale column against the wild shadows of her hair.

      A squeak escapes her, but that’s not enough to make me stop. She’ll be alone on that tour, at the mercy of men like Harry March, men who don’t have any morals. Men like me.

      I press my hips down, rubbing my erection against her small body. She has to know what she’s up against. She has to know what I want.

      She wriggles underneath me, probably trying to escape. All it does is make me harder. I’m so much bigger than she is, so much stronger.

      “Tell me no,” I say, my words hard and cold. “Fight me.”

      “What?” she gasps.

      “You have to be safe.” It’s become a prayer. A promise. “If a man tries to touch you… You have to protect yourself from people like me.”

      That’s the part I didn’t say during our sex talk. The part I couldn’t bring myself to say. Couldn’t bring myself to think about. Samantha, hurt. Samantha, afraid. Until I was twenty thousand feet above the ground, watching her sneak out on the goddamn video camera, ice in my veins.

      And still she blinks up at me. There’s an entire universe inside her. Creation and destruction. A million stars lighting up the night.

      “What happens if I don’t say no?” she asks. “What if I say yes?”

      Oh God, she’s testing me. Tempting me. She has no idea what she’s asking for, what I could do to her before she has a chance to object. Show her, the devil inside me whispers.

      It sounds like my voice, that devil. It’s me.

      I lean down, my lips an inch from hers. But I don’t do anything as sweet or ordinary as kiss her. That would be too much like romance, too much like love, and those impulses were beaten out of me a long time ago. Instead I bite her lip, tugging her tender flesh between my teeth.

      It’s a threat, the way I give her a little pressure, only enough to hurt. I won’t leave bruises, but I want to. That’s how fucked up I am. I want to leave my mark on her body, on her soul.

      I’ve never let those impulses out of their godforsaken cages, but it’s happening now. I trail my lips to her jaw and scrape her velvet-soft skin with the edge of my teeth. If this is what it takes for her to understand the threats, for her to protect herself from the dangers out there in the world… if this is what it takes to keep her safe…

      That’s the excuse I tell myself as I grasp her earlobe between my teeth.

      Peaches. Vanilla. Sweetness and cream.

      Her scent reaches inside my lungs, imprinting on me the way I want to imprint my will on her. Something feral takes over my body. I’m acting on pure instinct as I burrow closer to her. Down the smooth line of her neck, where it meets her shoulder. That’s where I bite her.

      She jolts beneath me, making a sound that’s every bit as animal, a sound of submission and pleasure. It would be so easy to pull her nightshirt up, to rip her panties to shreds. To push my aching cock inside her little cunt and finally have relief.

      “Yes,” she whispers as if she can read my thoughts. “Please.”

      Her small hands grasp my shoulders, my chest, my abs. She rocks herself up, thrusting her flat belly against my erection, and I grunt at the terrible pleasure. God.

      Even more than I want to fuck her, I want to eat her. To bite my way down her lithe body, to sink my teeth into her hips, her thighs. To lave my tongue right between her—

      “No,” I choke out, pushing back from the bed. There’s physical pain, removing myself from her clumsy embrace, as if I cut off a limb. My cock throbs in my briefs. It knows how close it came to heaven.

      “Tell me what the money was for.”

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      I’m panting in the erotic haze he left me in. This is probably some kind of military interrogation technique, to make someone writhe and shudder. And then ask her a question. My brain is too muddled to come up with a lie. And worse than that, my defenses are down.

      Slowly I sit up on the bed and grab a pillow to clutch in my lap, but it’s not much of a wall. It doesn’t protect me from his harsh breathing or the broad silhouette from the moon in the window.

      “Okay,” I say, my voice trembling only slightly. “I’ll tell you.”

      There may as well be a marble statue in the room with me for how still he is, except that he’s emanating heat at approximately ten thousand degrees. It radiates from him in furious demand.

      “There’s a new coach at Kingston High.” There are really only two high schools in the city, the public high school with its large football stadium and massive prom nights. And St. Agnes, which is where Laney and I attend. “Cody told us that he’s… that he’s watching them. Touching them.”

      My cheeks flame at the words.

      A low growl fills the room, raising the hair on the back of my neck. “Touching them?”

      “Not like that,” I say quickly. “At least not yet.” I heard this only secondhand. Cody confided in Laney, who broke his confidence enough to share it with me.

      “Then what is it like?” Liam bites off the words.

      “He gives them a hug if they lose a game. Or he’ll give a player a massage if he has a tight muscle. Things like that.” I shake my head, struggling to explain. We couldn’t go to the authorities with something like that, couldn’t risk everything on a bad feeling. What if no one believed us? What if Coach Price retaliated against Cody for saying something? The boys already started pairing off when they go to the locker room, but it’s only a matter of time.

      “What was the money for?” Liam asks, his voice strangely calm. Gone is the panting, raging man who hovered over me only a few minutes ago. This is the high-paid security operative. “Were you trying to pay him to leave?”

      “Kind of. It was for a video.”

      “A video of what?”

      “I don’t know,” I confess, my cheeks burning in the dark. “Laney did some digging at the school in Austin where he worked last. Apparently there was some scandal that they hushed up. And this guy had some kind of incriminating video file.”

      “So you were going to buy the video. And then what?”

      I blink. “What do you mean?”

      His voice goes subzero. “What were you going to do with the file, Samantha?”

      That was the easy part, wasn’t it? Only we never got that far. “We’d blackmail him, make him leave the boys alone, make him resign his position.”

      A low growl. “Did it occur to you that he might have bought your silence a different way? By hurting you? Threatening you? Killing you?”

      My stomach turns over. “We would have been careful.”

      The long pause that follows makes me think of every bad thing that could have happened to Laney or Cody. If anything would happen to me, I know that Liam North would blame himself.

      “Careful,” he says, his voice hollow. “There is no amount of careful that would be good enough. How dare you risk your life like that? Do you know what I would do if you—”

      Shock makes me breathless. “You risk your life all the time. You send men and women to risk their lives for North Security. But I can’t do the same thing?”

      “No, goddamn you.”

      I flinch from the venom in his voice. “That’s not fair.”

      “Life isn’t fair, Samantha. That’s something Cody and his teammates already learned, and it’s something you’re going to have to learn, too.”

      “So you aren’t going to do anything to help?”

      “It’s not my business.”

      Acid rises in my throat. “What if you had said that about me?”

      Something dark moves through the forest of his eyes. “I didn’t.”

      “What’s so different between me and Cody? Why would you help me but not him?”

      “Don’t ask me that, Samantha.”

      “No! I’ve had enough of being quiet, of being the good little girl who does what she’s told. If you won’t help him, I’m going to.”

      A harsh laugh. “Don’t push me. I’m about two seconds away from locking you up.”

      Indignation and a strange secret desire rise inside me. The indignation wins. “You can’t lock me up. I’m an adult now.”

      “Almost an adult. And as I said before, almost doesn’t count.”

      He makes me so angry, there may as well be steam rising from my ears. I clutch the pillow tighter, wondering about whether I should throw it at him. But then I would lose my shield.

      I don’t know why a twelve-year-old girl he’d never met mattered to him when a boy who lives in the same city doesn’t, but I’m not above using that to my advantage. “What if I ask you to?”

      He freezes. “Ask me to what?”

      I stand up from the bed and take a step closer to him—and almost, almost touch him. “You can use my violin money. If you buy the video, he won’t be able to hurt you.”

      “You want this from me?”

      A solemn nod.

      The closet light flicks on, blinding me. His body blocks it, and then he’s getting dressed right in front of me. Worn jeans pulled on over his briefs. A T-shirt covering his abs. I’ve never watched him get dressed before, but there’s something studiously casual about his movements.

      As if he’s hiding a black hole of emotion.

      I’m wearing a tank top and panties, the same as I do every night. The same as I was when I walked in here, but I feel more exposed now that he’s wearing regular clothes.

      The closet light casts his face in sharp contrast, the stark handsomeness of his features abutted against pure dark. “I’m not going to give that man a single goddamn cent, but if I did, it sure as hell wouldn’t be your violin money.”

      There’s a boulder in my chest, crashing left and right. “You’re going to do it?”

      “I’m going to do it,” he says, his tone grim, and I can’t shake the feeling that something powerful is in play, more than a guardian doing a favor for his ward.

      “Tomorrow?” I ask.

      He gives a low growl of assent. “Tomorrow.”

      “You’re not… mad. Are you? About what happened?” I can’t quite look back at the bed where we were. I have only the fleeting impression of rumpled sheets. Sheets that had held Liam’s muscled body.

      “At you? No.”

      Acid rises in my throat. Oh, he’s going to blame himself. “Liam.”

      He ties a knot with hard, efficient movements and stands. “You’ll stay here where it’s safe until I have the video. I’ll have Josh watch you. No sneaking out again.”

      Such a parental thing to say. “You didn’t do anything wrong,” I tell him, earnest, desperate to save what I’ve already lost. I can feel the grains of sand between my fingers. “You didn’t hurt me. You only—”

      You only bit me.

      A humorless laugh is my answer. “The coach is abusing his power. You were the one telling me how wrong it is, how I should stop him. How is what I did on that bed any different?”

      “Because I wanted it.”

      He shakes his head, turning away from me. “That doesn’t matter.”

      His broad back will be the last thing I see of him, on the one night he sees me as more than a child. I can’t let him leave this way. I’m done letting him tell me what to do. “It matters.”

      I’m standing in his bedroom, my bare feet rooted to the ground. He’s in the doorway, his whole body tense as if he needs to flee. Well, maybe he does. Maybe he can’t handle what he wants or what I want. Maybe he can’t handle me, but I’ll be damned if I let him think he’s doing this for my own good.

      “What did you say?” he asks, his voice soft.

      Anyone else would be wary to hear that tone. Anyone else would be terrified, but he had his chance to hurt me. He could have done so on the bed. And he could have hurt me worse, so much worse, if he hadn’t agreed to help me with Coach Price.

      My voice still quavers as I stand my ground. “Rebels took the embassy in Jakarta. I was five years old, and I hid in the cabinets until they found me the next day.”

      He makes a low sound of protest. “What’s your point?”

      “The motorcade left me behind outside Moscow. It took my father two days to realize I wasn’t there. I hiked to the nearest village and begged them to let me stay in broken Russian.”

      “So your father was a bastard,” he says, his voice flat. “I already knew that.”

      “I grew up faster than anyone at St. Agnes, and you know it. I may not be experienced with… sex things, but I know what I want. And that’s you.”

      He looks so alone standing there, a fortress that will never be torn down, self-contained and isolated. I let myself think that he might let me in, that he might trust me the way I’d brought myself to trust him. It’s enough to make my breath quicken, this hope. This longing.

      When he turns away from me, it shouldn’t be a surprise. The weight of it shouldn’t crush me. I’ve had a brick wall around me since I was a child.

      Only Liam has the power to tear it down.

      “Let me stay,” I say softly.

      “Why?” he asks, his broad back still and dark like a statue in the room.

      “Because I have nightmares, too.”

      He’ll leave now. That’s the only thing he can do. The only thing he’ll allow himself to do. I’m not the only one with a brick wall around me. He has his own, and I’ve never been able to breach it. Which is why I’m not expecting it when he pulls me into his arms. He carries me to bed, holding me tight through my tremors of shock and years-long relief.

      That’s how I fall asleep—with him protecting me in the most elemental way, blocking out the bad thoughts with his body. I use him as a shield, but I do more than that. I shield him, too. When he’s holding me, the darkness can’t reach us.
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            CHAPTER SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Violin strings were originally made from dried sheep intestines.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      In the days that follow, I pay a visit to the club where I found Samantha and get the tape—using my reputation and intimidation rather than her precious violin money. I meet with local police and school board members. Coach Price is stripped of his position with the kind of expediency that can only come from a massive scandal. Or in this case the threat of one. A generous endowment to the school’s sports program means they’ll be able to hire a new coach and renovate the gymnasium.

      I may have resisted this errand at first, but I find it gives me a sense of satisfaction to make this right, to do something for Samantha.

      And in the nights that follow I’m confronted with the worst kind of temptation. I go to sleep alone, certain that I can smell Samantha, that I can feel her body heat left over.

      She tiptoes into my room around midnight. I wake up wrapped around her small body, her soft hair in my hands, my nose pressed to her skin, my dick aching from being hard for hours with no relief. It’s an exquisite torture, wrong on every level, and I never want it to end.

      On the fifth night I wake to find her legs wrapped around me, our bodies aligned in the most carnal way, my dick throbbing against the heat it can feel through the fabric of my briefs and her panties. Bad enough that I gave in and kissed her in that club. I’m not going to thrust against her until she comes. I’m not, I’m not. I repeat the words until they become a chant, a plea to a God I never believed in.

      Carefully I pull her limbs away from me, untangling our bodies, until she clasps a pillow close and settles back into sleep. Then I cross the large bedroom to the bathroom and close the door. Christ.

      Thinking of tactical formations isn’t going to help. The only thing that will bring down this erection is to jack off. I turn on the shower and set it to scalding hot.

      Steam coats the glass.

      I step inside and grasp my dick, which aches like a motherfucker. It doesn’t want the calluses on my palm or the rough, angry tugs. It wants to be encased in soft, wet velvet.

      My eyes fall shut, and I imagine that she’s in the shower with me, her skin slippery, droplets running down her breasts. I would catch them as I suck on her nipples. I would drink the warm water in open mouthed kisses along the flat of her stomach. It would taste like nothing, nothing at all, until I’d slide my tongue between her legs, finding salt and desire.

      Water trails down my body, and I imagine that it’s her tongue, finding the dips and rises of my muscles. She would get on her knees in front of me and lick her pink lips.

      A little sound makes my eyes fly open.

      Samantha stands in the doorway to the bedroom, her mouth parted in surprise, her eyes wide in unmistakable arousal. There’s enough steam coating the glass to make her hazy, as if she isn’t quite real, the sweetest dream I’ve ever had. I should stop, I should absolutely stop touching myself, stop fucking myself. Instead I squeeze hard from the base to the tip, punishing myself for how good it feels.

      At the very least I expect her to flee the room, but she stands there, watching me with hunger in her dark gaze, with an innocent curiosity that makes my blood run hot.

      And then she takes a step closer.

      I plant my hand on the cool tile and use the other one to pump my dick. And then I still my fist, moving my hips instead, thrusting the way I want to do inside her body. I would hold her head as the water came down around us, using her sweet mouth until I came in a blinding rush. My cum would fill her mouth, and she would have no choice but to swallow it down. I’d catch clear water on my fingertips and feed it to her to wash me down. Then I’d reach down between her legs, make her climax as she knelt on the smooth tile of the shower, legs splayed and useless, arms clinging to my leg in surrender, the salt of my sex still on her tongue.

      Every thought is in my eyes as I watch her, and she seems to know it—if not the exact contents, at least the spirit of it. She takes another step closer, and then another, until the only thing between us is the steamed glass of the shower door.

      She puts her hand on it, her palm toward me, fingers spread.

      I touch her hand through the glass, as if I can feel her.

      My forehead rests on the glass, needing the connection, every part of me straining to break through the tempered glass and touch her, how soft she would be, how warm, as I come with a shout of forbidden pleasure, my whole body convulsing, hips fucking the air, my cock in agony as it comes in the warm, humid air instead of her tight cunt.

      My head bows as I catch my breath, panting like an animal in the aftermath.

      When I look up again, she’s gone. The doorway is dark. I can almost believe that she was part of my fantasy, not a real person who watched me come, except for the small handprint breaking up the steam on the other side of the glass.

      God, she’s probably run back to her room—and no wonder. I should never have kept touching myself when she walked in. Then again this is my bathroom. My shower. The lines between right and wrong have blurred so much that I don’t know where to begin.

      The only thing I know for sure is that I want to fuck her so bad it hurts.

      Dressing quickly, pulling on a T-shirt and briefs over my wet skin, I head into the bedroom. I’ll have to find her in the house and make sure I haven’t scared her. Except she’s lying in bed where I left her, her dark eyes catching light from the bathroom and throwing it back to me in the dark.

      “Are you okay?” I ask, my voice low.

      “Yes,” she says. “Why wouldn’t I be okay?”

      So she doesn’t want to talk about it. I should tell her to go back to her room. It isn’t appropriate for her to be here. Except that she wasn’t lying about having nightmares. Sometimes she cries out in her sleep. Remembering the night her father died?

      Part of me wants to rage at her for leaving. Part of me wants to push her out of the fucking nest, to let her fly or fall, not to catch her on the way down. It isn’t in me to make her leave, so I climb back into bed with her. She curls herself against me, her hair dampened from standing in the bathroom, steam rising from both of our bodies.

      
        
        LIAM

      

      

      I’m asleep when the call arrives, but my body is trained to come fully awake at the first sign of trouble. I suppose I would have cultivated that skill in the military if I needed to.

      I had it the day I enlisted. That’s what comes of growing up with a man who believed the devil resided in you. My childhood was a study in wild opposites, the intense high of an exuberant, loving father, and then the inevitable turn that came at night. He would charge into my room because of some nightmare he had, a sense that the devil was inside me, determined to drive him away. Anything that had happened during the day, a phrase I had used or an expression on my face, could be caused by the devil. My father would do anything to drive him out—press my hands onto the lit burner of the stove, choke me until I passed out. Throw me into the well so the cold and damp would drive away evil spirits.

      The red light blinks on my phone, which means it’s coming in from a secure line. We have servers set up so that teams on deployment can reach us from anywhere without our location, and thus their identity, being compromised. “Hello,” I say, my voice hoarse as if I’ve been shouting in my sleep. I didn’t even realize I still had nightmares about the well until Samantha woke me up. She’s sleeping soundly in bed right now, and I take a few steps away, toward the bathroom, so I don’t wake her up.

      A female voice identifies herself using a nine-digit alphanumeric code, her latitude and longitude, and an abbreviation that means she’s not being coerced to make this call. Laney’s mother. That’s a fucking relief. The last thing we need is another orphan around here.

      “Sitrep,” I say, already pulling on my jeans. I give Samantha a last glance before I shut the door to my bedroom, keeping her shielded from the darkness in my world. This is one area where I won’t compromise her safety.

      “We ran into some trouble during our exfil from the region. A local drug lord and pimp was making an example of one of his girls. The team commander took exception.”

      Striding through the hallway, I almost collide with Josh, who’s heading to the office. He got the same notification that I did about the secure line and probably hit the Answer button a millisecond after I did, barely missing the call. He managed to pull on a shirt, which is one step more than I did. His eyes are alert, but he doesn’t say anything, waiting for me to finish the call.

      “Where is the team commander?” I ask, flipping on the lights.

      “Uncertain. He ordered us to hang back while he scoped out the situation.”

      I press two fingers to my brow where a sharp pain slices my skull. There’s a wealth of problems in a handful of words. As the team commander, Elijah’s word would be final on a situation. Team members like Laney’s mother could advise him, but he had the final say—chain of command is crucial to these missions. Of course, sticking to the objective is also crucial.

      An objective that has nothing to do with a local drug lord.

      “What were his exact orders?”

      “He told us to go dark until we met up at the rendezvous point, which would have been this morning. We waited three hours past the mark before retreating.”

      “Are any of you injured?”

      “Negative.”

      Christ. I give the sitrep to Josh, who swears in a long and creative streak.

      “He wasn’t going to scope out the situation,” Josh says, biting off the words. “He was going to assassinate the fucker, and probably start an international incident while he’s at it.”

      Unfortunately there’s a very real possibility of that. While no one would cry over a shitty drug lord, the balance of power in these places is precarious. It’s even possible this person was backed by the local authorities, making Elijah the target of a corrupt government. “At the very least it sounds like he may have gotten himself captured.”

      “Or killed,” Josh says. “And endangered his team in the process.”

      Any other employee of North Security would have found himself fired for even a fraction of the breaks in protocol. Elijah North is more than an employee. He’s our brother. Which means I’m more interested in finding his ass than firing it—and then giving him a well-deserved black eye.

      “Hold your position,” I say into the phone. “We’re sending reinforcements.”

      It will take at least twelve hours to get on the ground there, but I’m not going to send the team looking for them when they’re already a man down and probably half-frozen from hiding out in the godforsaken wasteland that is northern Russia. I give her details of a rendezvous point for us to meet while Josh notifies the pilot to get his ass out of bed.

      “Three men,” I say when we’re both off the phone. “I don’t want to send in the whole Blue Team now that I know the situation. Who knows what kind of fucking drug turf war we’re walking into. Quiet as a fucking mouse. Lewis and Jameson.”

      “And you?” Josh says, raising his eyebrows.

      It’s hardly uncommon for me to join a mission, especially one as crucial as this one. If word gets out that North Security was in the area, fucking around with criminal activity, then it means our true objective will also be exposed. “Do you have an objection?”

      A sardonic rise of his brow. “Samantha’s graduation.”

      How could I forget? There are a thousand dates in my head, but I don’t want to think about her graduation. It’s one step closer to taking her away from me.

      Her graduation and then her birthday. And then the goddamn tour.

      We’re only a month away from it now. I would give almost anything not to attend the damned ceremony with her self-righteous principal and the piece of paper he’ll give her that says she’s all grown-up.

      I would give anything not to attend, except that it would hurt Samantha. That’s pretty much the one thing I’m not willing to do. “You’re right,” I say, gruff in my sense of loss.

      “I’ll bring Elijah back,” Josh says, sounding grim. And of course he will.

      Elijah’s the youngest of the three of us. For a time it looked like he would turn out the most normal. He was going to marry his high school sweetheart, until she was kidnapped on her senior trip. It’s been years now, but I think some part of him thinks she’s still alive somewhere. That poor girl that the pimp made an example of, she could have been the girl he loved.

      Hell, I probably would have done the same thing. If Elijah wasn’t successful in exterminating the pimp, I’d help him do it. The girl would have reminded me too much of Samantha, at the mercy of terrible men.

      Of what could have happened to her if I hadn’t gotten custody.
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        “I love power. But it is as an artist that I love it. I love it as a musician loves his violin, to draw out its sounds and chords and harmonies.” - Napoleon Bonaparte

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      “A damned embarrassing business,” a man says.

      I recognize him from the St. Agnes Board of Directors, of which I’m also a member. It’s a fancy name for parents who’ve paid enough money to ensure their children get special treatment at the elite private school. Or in my case, my ward.

      We’re standing in a room with three hundred chairs and a makeshift stage while we wait for the students to emerge in their caps and gowns. The room is abuzz with proud parents, with boasts of honors and Ivy League colleges.

      “The business about the coach from the public school,” he explains. “It’s a shame what happens for the regular kids in this country.”

      “A shame,” I echo, keeping my tone bland. “If only there were people in a position to give their time and money to improve them.”

      He gives me an uncertain look. “It falls to their parents, of course.”

      “Of course.” The working parents of the kids at Kingston High are barely keeping food on the table, much less personally vetting every new hire at the school. And most of them don’t have the money or clout to expose a predator like that, even if they suspect something.

      No, I’m well aware that it falls to men like us to protect the children in our communities. My shame comes from how long it took me to understand that.

      I needed Samantha to convince me.

      My phone buzzes. “Excuse me,” I tell him, stepping away.

      Found him, it says from an undisclosed number.

      I type in the reply quickly. Alive?

      Unfortunately.

      Relief fills me. That would be Josh’s sense of humor. He wouldn’t be making jokes if our brother Elijah were seriously injured.

      Josh thinks he’s being clever and incisive—and damn him for being right. What he said about the baby bird at the wedding? I’m still thinking about that, when I had almost forgotten. If not forgotten, at least buried deep enough to slowly poison me from the inside. Close enough.

      My stomach clenches hard.

      On the first day we’d been locked inside, I had run my fingers through the pile on the carpet, into the seams of my pockets, searching for crumbs to feed her.

      On the second day I had wrapped the baby bird in an old sweater so it would stay in the corner, safe and unharmed, while I rammed my shoulder into the door again and again, until the wood splintered—but did not break—and my shoulder throbbed.

      On the third day I’d simply held her, whispering things about blue skies and a ground full of delicious worms. I told her how soft she was, what a good baby bird, as she grew more and more quiet. Until she finally stilled, falling asleep for the last time.

      I have tickets for a box at Samantha’s opening show. At the next one and the next one. Maybe it’s fucked up that I could have followed her whole goddamn tour, but I realize now that I can’t. It would be like trapping her in the closet with me.

      She would never survive, and I would have to watch her slowly die.

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      The graduation ceremony at St. Agnes takes twice as long as the one at Kingston High, even though we have a fraction of the number of students. There are speeches by the principal and the counselor. Laney gives a moving speech as the valedictorian, one about loss and the intractability of hope—all the more meaningful because her mother isn’t home for this.

      The commencement speech comes from a former senator, who speaks to the small room as if we were gathered on the lawn of Princeton.

      The senator’s pale eyes flicker with recognition when my name is called. Samantha Alistair Brooks. Despite the smattering of fan mail I get every week, I’m not really famous outside the music world. I doubt he read the in-depth article in Classical Notes.

      He probably knew my father.

      Tension knots in my stomach as I climb the short steps.

      My gaze crosses the room, past the rows of proud parents in bamboo chairs, to the man in the back. Liam North stands with a sense of resolve, as if facing some dangerous enemy, resolute in the face of death. His eyes have turned dark emerald, unreadable as I cross the stage.

      Principal Keller gives me a grim smile and the same murmured praise in Latin that every other student receives. I’m sure he’s glad that I’ll be gone from the school. Doesn’t matter that I graduated in the top one percent. Liam made it clear that I would not perform on behalf of the music department during the interview, which means that despite having a semi-famous student, they could never use me.

      At least I didn’t get expelled shortly before graduation.

      The senator also greets every student, a practiced political smile on his face. He clasps my hand but doesn’t let go. “Samantha Alistair Brooks. Daughter of the diplomat?”

      I don’t like his clammy grip, but I can’t break free. Not without causing a fuss in front of the entire graduating class and their parents. “Yes, sir,” I say, keeping my eyes averted. Don’t hold up the line, I urge him silently, hoping that his sense of propriety won’t prolong the conversation.

      “A good man,” he says, keeping hold on me. “A patriot. It was a great loss to the country when he passed away. A heart attack, was it?”

      “Yes, sir.” I don’t mention that his death was seen as suspicious at the time. Secret Service conducted an investigation, but nothing was conclusive. Or at least, nothing they told his twelve-year-old daughter.

      “Didn’t he have a son, as well?”

      I glance back at Liam. He’s taken two steps forward, and I know I only have to give him the signal and he’ll barge onto the stage to remove the senator’s hand from me. A short shake of my head. I can handle this myself. As he pointed out, I’ll be on my own during the tour—and for the years to follow. My chest feels impossibly full at the thought.

      Graduation should feel like a time of possibility, a time of hope. It makes me ache that my independence will come at such a steep price, distance from the man who’s my only home.

      “We aren’t close,” I say, which is an understatement. I haven’t seen my brother since the last time he fought with my father and left. He’s been in the military, though I suppose I wouldn’t know if he got out. He declined to take custody of me when my father died. And he never reached out to me after that.

      “A shame,” the man says, still studying me.

      I yank my hand back, the action sudden enough that he lets go of me. There’s a residue of slickness left on my palm from the encounter, and I wipe my hand surreptitiously on my black gown. Perhaps my actions would be rude, but I think the senator was rude to detain me against my will.

      There’s another hour before the ceremony ends, during which time I can only play with the edges of the rolled diploma and the heavy satin ribbon that holds it.

      When the principal finally calls an end to the proceedings, the parents surge forward in an enthusiastic rush. There are flowers and cards and balloons for the new graduates.

      It’s hard to see anything through the crowd of people. When I finally scoot my way to the back of the room, it’s empty. I glance toward the stage, uncertain. Did he push inside the mass toward me? No, because if he had done that, he would have found me.

      Which can only mean one thing—he left.

      My stomach turns over. There are hundreds of people in the small auditorium, but I’ve never felt so alone. I can see Cody congratulating Laney across the room, but I don’t want to answer questions about why Liam left early. And the last thing I want to do is be caught by the senator for more questions. I step into the hallway, which is abruptly empty, no one slamming lockers or dashing toward their classes.

      That part of my life is over now.

      I wander down the hallway, wondering if he’s waiting for me by the car. For all I know he already left to go back to the house. It was Cody who dropped me and Laney off this morning. I’m sure he’s willing to drive us back home, but the thought of Liam leaving without me makes my eyes burn.

      Something slows my steps in front of the library, an unnatural awareness.

      That’s where I find him, amid the dusty shelves and walnut study tables. He stands by the large globe that serves as the library’s centerpiece. It has three ornate iron feet to carry its weight, and two circumferences of wood that hold it in place. The surface of the water is smooth, and I know from memory, cool to the touch—made of stone, ironically. The land rises in uneven terrain, made from dark metal. He studies the staggering mass of North America, hands behind his back.

      I come to him from behind. As far as I can tell, I haven’t made a sound, but he can sense my presence.

      “Congratulations,” he says without turning.

      “Thank you,” I say, feeling cautious. There’s a strange energy in the room, a kind of electric current, as if a thousand bolts of lightning spread out in infinite fractals, Liam at the center of the storm.

      He reaches toward the globe. The blunt of his finger brushes Tanglewood, which is only a few hours from where we’re standing. And the place where the tour will begin. “In a few months you’ll be here. Practicing with Harry March. Performing in front of thousands of people.”

      My throat clenches around anxiety—and around grief. I’ll start my life in Tanglewood, but before that I’ll have to say goodbye to the one I have now. No matter where I go in the world, Liam will be here running North Security.

      “Will you miss me?” I venture to ask.

      He moves his finger up to New York City, where we’ll play Carnegie Hall, one of the most prestigious venues for classical music. Rumor is that a pedestrian on Fifty-seventh Street, Manhattan, stopped the violinist and composer Heifetz and inquired, Could you tell me how to get to Carnegie Hall?

      Yes, said Heifetz. Practice!

      The story has become part of the lore around Carnegie Hall—and around classical music itself. All that practice must have paid off, because I’m heading there. It will be the culmination of a dream.

      And the end of a childhood marked by loneliness and tenuous hope.

      Hope that came from Liam North.

      “Miss you?” he says, almost tasting the words, as if they’re foreign to him. Maybe for a man like him they are foreign, the whole idea of needing someone else. Of longing for them. He’s so strong. So self-contained. Is that something I’ll find as I get older? Or is it unique to him, forever out of my reach?

      His hand falls away, and I replace it with mine, touching New York City and then Boston and then Chicago. Vancouver and then Seattle. Los Angeles. That will be the last stop on the US tour.

      I lift my finger so it hovers over the globe, the metal landscape apart from me.

      Liam spins the globe lightly, until I’m holding my finger over Tokyo. The first stop on the Asia tour. Then there will be the European tour. And South America.

      A major record label put together the tour. They’re going to record the first concert, the one in Tanglewood, and release it as an album titled Concerto. Its release will be staggered across the globe to coincide with our tour.

      “I won’t miss you,” he says, his tone soft and final.

      My breath catches. Don’t cry, I order myself. I swallow down the lump in my throat. Is there something wrong with me? Am I inherently unlovable? “I’ll miss you,” I say, not caring if it makes me weak.

      “I can’t miss you,” he says, placing his hand over mine, moving our fingers back to the hill country of Texas, where Kingston nestles among the land and the lakes. “I wouldn’t survive it.”

      “I’ll come back,” I promise, breathless. “After the tour. I’ll visit—”

      “Do you want to kill me, Samantha?”

      I break off, uncertain whether he wants me to leave or stay here forever. Not knowing whether he hates me or loves me. “I want to please you.”

      “Then go away from here. Leave and don’t come back.”
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            CHAPTER NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The most expensive opera costume of all time was worn by Adelina Patti at Covent Garden in 1895. It was worth £15 million.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      A row of shops along South Congress carry only the unique and eclectic and antique. There’s a flower shop with a sofa and chair and coffee table molded from the ground and then grown over with super soft grass. An old record shop with cats that sleep in the dusty trays, shooting a dirty look if you try to shift the vinyl around them.

      A whimsical toy shop that sells an action figure of Jane Austen.

      Our goal is a large vintage clothing shop that takes up three stories. It’s the kind of place where you have to look through a hundred racks of clothing to find one thing to buy. The smell of mothballs and incense fills the air. I didn’t really feel like shopping, but poor Laney needs the distraction. Her mother has been gone a long time, and even for the daughter of a mercenary, someone used to absences, she must be getting nervous.

      And maybe I’ll find something special to wear on the tour.

      Laney holds up a bright purple dress with puffy sleeves that could only have come from the eighties. “What do you think? It would be like that girl from Charlie and the Chocolate Factory, except instead of a giant blueberry I could be a giant grape.”

      “Knowing you, you’d probably bring the style back.”

      She shudders in mock agreement and shoves the dress back onto the rack. “You’re probably right.” After a short pause of moving hangers, she sighs. “I wish I could actually see the clothes that are right in front of me, but my mind keeps wandering. Next thing I know I’m looking at a lace cocktail dress in army green.”

      “Oh, that sounds nice actually,” I say, peering around the thick rack of clothes. She swats me away, determined as ever to make me wear something that will actually attract attention instead of hide me. “Did you talk to Liam about it?”

      “Yes,” she says glumly. “He says they’re safe and sound in Germany, resting before they come back. That’s what he said—resting. Like what, are they taking a nap or something?”

      “I’m sure they have a good reason,” I say, keeping my voice free of the worry twisting my stomach. I’m not sure how she’s managed to stay as calm and cool, but then again, she’s had plenty of practice.

      “Of course they have a good reason,” she says. “Like the fact that they’re not safe and sound. How do we feel about plaid? I mean in a short skirt—obviously yes. But what about this beret?”

      I give her a dubious look. “Where would you wear a beret?”

      “In Paris, when I have a torrid love affair with a moody musician. Oh by the way, I’m going to need you to introduce me to some moody musicians.”

      “Okay, well, first I’ll have to meet some myself.”

      “You’ll meet plenty on the tour. Starting with Harry March.”

      I make a face. “He’s probably not even going to talk to me. I’ll be like the stagehand, except less important, because I won’t know where his microphone is.”

      “Whatever. You’re going to wear something fabulous and you’re going to play that way you do where everyone starts crying, and then he’s going to fall madly in love with you.”

      “Speaking of madly in love, how is Cody?”

      “Why would that be speaking of madly in love?”

      Because he’s been in love with Laney since they were children. “No reason.”

      She sighs. “He’s glad that Coach Price is gone, obviously. But he didn’t exactly bounce back from the experience. The school counselor tried to talk to him, but he shut her down.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say, squeezing her hand. “He’ll work through it in his own time.”

      “But my timeline is so much faster,” she says, plaintive.

      My hands pause in their path through the clothes. I pull out the black dress, a flush warming me. The fabric hangs awkwardly on the hanger, but there’s something about it…

      I wander over to one of the standing mirrors and hold the gown against me. It’s an asymmetrical line, sloping down across my body. Ruffles of black silk line the top. It’s simple and dramatic all at once, and the way it’s cut will emphasize the violin I’ll hold. It falls to the floor, approximating the more formal gown that a classical musician would wear, but with a high slit, befitting a popular music stage.

      “Perfect,” Laney breathes. “You have to get it.”

      “For the tour, right?”

      “Well, sure, but you should wear it where Liam can see you. Maybe tomorrow.”

      Tomorrow is my birthday. Which means that at midnight Liam North will cease to be my court-ordered guardian. I make a face, trying to act like it’s no big deal. “We don’t have any big plans.”

      There’s a pang in my chest, because we usually do something for my birthday. A nice dinner at the country club in Kingston or the latest hipster foodie restaurant in Austin. Liam will hand me a birthday card that’s completely impersonal, in which he’s signed his name—that’s it.

      We’ve done it for the past six years, so I just assumed… well, I suppose he doesn’t owe me that. After all he’s done, he doesn’t owe me anything.

      “Hey,” Laney says, hugging me from behind. She gives me a small smile in the mirror. “Everyone is safe and sound, remember? They’re only taking a nap.”

      I force a smile. “Of course they are. So let’s pick out something for you. You are going to come to the opening night, aren’t you? I’ll have the moody musicians all lined up to meet you.”

      We look through racks for a few minutes, getting separated in the maze of old clothes, only the sound of hangers scraping across metal filling the air.

      A sound comes from behind me, and I whirl, looking at the sea of colors, a thousand different fabrics and colors. It would be so easy to hide in here. The thought whispers through my brain. My heart pounds, and I take a step back.

      Footsteps land heavy on the stairs, coming up toward us. For a second I think we’re under attack, that someone dangerous is here.

      Josh appears at the top of the stairs. “You girls ready?”

      My breath still comes fast as I stare at him. I glance over my shoulder, but the riot of fabric looks the same. I must have imagined it. Living in the headquarters of North Security has probably made me paranoid. We check out at the registers downstairs.

      As we get into Josh’s truck, I glance at the upstairs window, where it looks like a shadow moves. Unease floods through my veins in staccato.
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        Before the nineteenth century, the violin bow was shaped like a hunting bow.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      Moonlight streams through the open window. Something must have woken me up. I check my phone, but there are no missed calls. It could have been a nightmare. Then I hear the strains of the violin drift through the crack in the door. I double-check the time.

      Ten minutes to midnight.

      She’s only my ward for another ten minutes. Christ.

      I pull on some jeans and head toward the music, not sure what I’ll say when I get there. She used to wake up in the middle of the night to play, when she first got here. There was no sense of a normal schedule for her. She ate and slept and breathed on her father’s wishes. I tried to instill a sense of normalcy, tried to show her what it was like to have a stable home, tried to… oh hell, whatever I tried, that’s over now.

      She usually wears her school uniform when she plays. Or jeans and a T-shirt. Something comfortable to last the hours she’ll sit in roughly the same position.

      But she’s not wearing anything like that now.

      Instead she’s in a black dress that I’ve never seen before. My throat goes dry. She looks like someone else, like a grown woman. A sensual woman.

      My body reacts suddenly, violently.

      I force myself to walk into the room, to pretend like this is a thousand other times from the past, that she’s still a child and I’m her guardian. Even though the seconds tick away with every breath.

      “What’s that?” I crouch down in front of her.

      There are fifteen major violin scales. An almost infinite number of concertos and sonatas. I know almost all of them by heart. They are embedded into my skin, etched deeper with every afternoon of careful practice.

      This one I don’t recognize.

      A blush steals over her cheeks. “Nothing.”

      The dress has a high slit, exposing one perfectly shaped leg. It would be so easy to push her knee open, to draw my fingers up the inside of her thigh. I rest my hand on her other knee, the one that’s covered by black silky fabric.

      “It’s beautiful.” And haunting.

      “I’m only playing around,” she says, her voice wavering.

      “You’re composing?” That’s not something she’s ever told me about. To play with her skill is a form of composition. She lends her interpretation to every piece—her passion, her heart. There is no such thing as a rote recitation for a prodigy like her.

      Even so, writing her own composition would be something new.

      “It’s no big deal,” she says quickly, giving a little shrug that moves the ruffles that lie against her breast, drawing my attention to the gentle curve.

      “Where’d you get this?” I ask, keeping my voice even.

      She didn’t mean to kill me with this dress.

      She doesn’t mean to torture me, I’m almost sure.

      “A vintage shop,” she says, sounding shy. Maybe she does mean to torture me. “I thought I could wear it on the tour. What do you think? Should I?”

      The thought of thousands of men seeing her in this dress makes me want to lock her away. She would be terrified if she knew everything I think about. I can imagine her tied down on my bed wearing this dress, unable to get away from me, unable to do anything but take me. Fuck.

      “Perhaps,” I say, my tone noncommittal.

      Disappointment flits across her pretty features. “Well, it’s not decided or anything. There’s still time to look. I just thought I’d try to play while I’m wearing it.”

      Christ. She deserves more than a surly bastard more concerned about his unholy obsession than her feelings. “You look beautiful, Samantha. You look…” I swallow hard. “You look like the most perfect woman I’ve ever seen. But I don’t think it’s the dress. It’s you.”

      I’ve knelt down in front of her a thousand times before, but she’s never been in a dress like this. And I’ve never been shirtless, my feet bare.

      “Is that the only reason you’re up this late? To try on the dress?”

      A blush creeps up her cheeks, the soft line of her neck. The tops of her breasts, plump and gently sloping above the black ruffles. “I couldn’t sleep, knowing that I turn eighteen soon.”

      “In about five minutes.”

      Emotions chase across her face, as clear as the notes she plays on her violin—excitement, apprehension, a tentative hope. “I guess you must be relieved. Your civic responsibility will be over soon.”

      “Were you listening outside the door, Samantha?”

      A soft laugh. “Guilty.”

      How can I resist her? The girl was beautiful and strong. The woman is devastating. “I do feel responsibility for you, but it has nothing to do with civic duty.”

      “Then why did you say that to the reporter?”

      “I wanted her to leave it alone. And I didn’t want to tell the real reason.” I can’t resist the truth when she’s looking at me like that, her eyes liquid brown, full of desire. It makes me want to be the man she thinks I am—the one who could cherish and keep her. Have her and hold her. That man will never be me, but doesn’t she deserve to know?

      Or maybe I want one night of truth.

      “What was the real reason?”

      “That I loved you as soon as I heard you play. That I saw the way your father left you to fend for yourself, well before he died. That I wanted to hide you away from the world that would hurt you and scare you and use you, and I was just selfish enough to actually do it.”

      Her eyes widen. “You never said you loved me before.”

      “Love isn’t something I ever wanted, Samantha. Especially parental love. That was the worst kind of all. It was dangerous. Cruel. I never wanted to do that to you.”

      It’s more than I meant to give away, revealing what I think about parental love, how horrible it can be. She doesn’t miss the implication. Her brown eyes widen. “What did your parents do to you?”

      Once a principal had called my father. This is incredible news, the woman had said. Your son is extremely gifted. I spent three days and three nights in the well because of those test scores. I learned to get the answer wrong enough times not to attract attention, after that.

      I never really believed the devil lived inside me. If I believed in the devil, then I had to believe in God, and he had abandoned me too long ago for me to speak his name—even to myself. It wasn’t the devil, precisely. It was me. Simply me. As I’d traced my fingers along the moss-damp bottom of the well, I knew that I deserved to be down here. That every glimpse of sunlight was a gift I didn’t deserve.

      That every sweet thing I’d ever have would have to be stolen.

      “And then when that love started to change into something else, when it was spiked with desire, I didn’t know how to handle that. It was better and so much worse at the same time.”

      “You don’t have to be afraid of it.”

      “I’m not afraid.”

      “Maybe it’s time that I gave you the sex talk,” she says, her tone impish. “So that way you’ll know what you’re doing. Repeat after me: condoms are mandatory.”

      A bark of laughter escapes me. “I never stood a chance against you, did I?”

      Her humor fades. “You’ve done a pretty good job resisting this.”

      Part of me still wants to deny it. Stubborn to a fault, that’s me. But I can’t pretend not to want her anymore. Lust thrums through my body in visible shudders. Being this close to her, touching her, but not having her—it’s enough to rip me to shreds. “I shouldn’t have kissed you.”

      “How much longer?” she whispers.

      My internal clock is accurate down to the second. “A minute.”

      “What would you do to me? If I were over eighteen?”

      Heat races through my veins. “I shouldn’t have kissed you, but I would do it again. And again. And again until you moaned into my mouth. And then I’d move lower, down your body. To your shoulders and your stomach. Your breasts. It’s all I can think about.”

      Her chest rises and falls with rapid breaths. “Keep going.”

      How did I ever think I was the one with control in this relationship? Because I made rules and she followed them, but that was always her choice. I only ever had as much control as she gave me. And I’m helpless in the face of her desire. “I want to kiss you between your legs, to taste you, to drink you in and make you push your hips against my face. And all the while you’ll play the violin, so perfect, so perfect, because you don’t know how to make a mistake, not even if you tried.”

      Her eyes are wide and dark and luminous. “Liam.”

      “But then I would find your clit. It would already be hard and throbbing. Slick. I’d flick it with my tongue, again and again, ruthless, not caring that you’d beg me to go slower or softer. Your hands would falter, and there would be a terrible sound from the violin, because you would come hard enough to forget.”

      “How much longer?” she says on a tortured breath.

      At some point my words stopped being hypothetical. They became a promise, and every muscle in me strains for completion. My whole body aches to hear the beautiful sounds as she rises and the terrible screech as she comes for me.

      “Almost doesn’t count,” I mutter, grim and aching.

      “Now.”

      I shake my head, my eyes not leaving hers. She’s heavy-lidded, her lips gently parted. “Ten,” I tell her. “Nine. Eight.”

      She moves her violin back into place, her arms up as the bow goes into position. How many times have I seen her like this? And yet she’s completely different. It can’t be the seconds ticking away. Nothing as external as time. Something’s changed inside her.

      “Seven. Six. Five.”

      The first note enters the air around us, and I feel it deep inside my body. In my muscle and bone. In my cock, which pushes against the rough denim of my jeans.

      There is more than welcome in her eyes. There’s challenge.

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      I don’t expect him to actually touch me. “Four,” he says, and I begin the opening rise of Beethoven’s “5 Secrets.” They’re moving and sweet, with a touch of melancholy.

      His eyes flicker with a deep shame. He doesn’t want to want me, which is what makes it so sad. The music is how I speak to him. It’s how he speaks back to me, his head bowed before me. Does it really matter so much whether I’m seventeen or eighteen? Does it really matter that a piece of paper makes him my guardian? He does not have a monopoly on being protective. It’s not only him who decides what happens here.

      I want to guard him from the onyx shadows in his green eyes.

      “Three,” he murmurs, and I expect him to walk away.

      The bow moves almost on its own, my limbs forming around the instrument the way it wants. It’s a sensual experience, playing the violin. I didn’t realize how much until now.

      He touches my lips with his thumb, the movement bold. His hand trails lower, over the shape of my breasts and the concave of my stomach.

      “Two,” he says, pushing my legs. The backs of his knuckles brush the insides of my thighs, and everything in me tightens. Muscle memory is a powerful thing, and I manage to keep playing without missing a single note. Two fingers slip beneath the slit of the dress. Those green eyes widen, and I know he’s shocked that I’m not wearing anything underneath.

      My regular panties left an obvious line in the thin fabric of the dress. I’ll need something else to wear underneath—a thong. Though at the moment having nothing feels more right than anything I could buy at a store.

      “One,” he says, his voice almost sympathetic. Rough finger pads open my most private place, searching and inexorable. I’ve never felt so exposed, even with nothing bared to his sight.

      The hard part isn’t playing the notes. It’s keeping the tempo the same. My hands want to speed up, my body moving toward an uncertain peak. He finds a well of moisture and draws it up, his forefinger circling my clit. My breath shudders out of me.

      “Keep playing,” he murmurs, his thumb moving to my clit, his fingers searching below.

      My eyes fall shut, but my hands know what to do even without watching. The bow meets the strings in perfect accord, the tempo rising only slightly. “Don’t stop,” I say on a moan.

      A humorless huff of laughter. “I couldn’t.”

      His hands move with startling knowledge of my body, as if he’s been practicing for ten thousand hours, as if I’m his instrument to play. Pleasure swirls inside me, soft at first, and then louder, unmistakable. Orgasm wrenches my body with sudden violence.

      A loud screech rents the air as my bow rubs discordant against the strings.

      In the aftermath of my climax, Liam gently strokes the inside of my thigh. My body twitches and sighs, struggling for equilibrium. I open my eyes to find him watching me.

      “You stopped playing,” he says, his tone grave, a hint of erotic playfulness lurking deep in those moss-green eyes. “We’ll have to start over again. And again. Until you get it right.”

      “Oh no,” I protest weakly, not sure my body can take another ounce of pleasure.

      “Oh yes,” he says, a note of mock regret in his voice. “Practice makes perfect.”

      My limbs feel like they’re made of jelly as I play the opening rise of Beethoven’s “5 Secrets” again. Liam’s fingers work with devastating accuracy to bring me to the peak. I tighten my hold on the neck of the violin, determined to finish this time, to play the song to completion.

      Then he spreads my legs wider and presses his mouth to my core, and I’m lost.

      
        
        LIAM

      

      

      I rest my forehead against the inside of her thigh, breathing roughly, struggling to control the lust raging in my veins. My lips feel swollen from kissing her. The scent of her arousal engraves my memory for safekeeping. There will be no time when I don’t think of this night, when it doesn’t make me hard. When I don’t wish I could do it again.

      Samantha makes little whimpers, as if it’s too much, as if she’s oversensitive even though I’m not touching her anymore. There’s no way she can know how the sounds incense me, how I want to make her come again just to prove that she can take more. I’ll show her, I’ll make her. Some shred of reason holds me back. Perhaps the certainty that I would not be able to keep from fucking her if I heard her come again, if I felt her liquid on my lips, her secret muscles clenching my tongue as if they could draw it inside her body.

      “God,” she says, sounding shattered. Sounding broken.

      I did that to her.

      The irony rises over me, a shadow with weight, a goddamn cross to bear. God, she says again, but it doesn’t have anything to do with a divine being. It’s the other guy. The one who’s always been inside me. By touching Samantha, I finally proved my father right. The devil lives inside me. Doesn’t he? And the worst part, the truly unforgivable part, is that I would do it again. Now that I know Samantha’s intimate flavor I can’t imagine not knowing. It seems like not breathing. Not living. And I’d gave up any miniscule chance at redemption to have it.

      “Go to bed,” I say, hoarse from the restraint it takes to not bear her down on the floor and invade her body like an animal, in full view of her violin and my office. These symbols of my guardianship and her childhood made witness. “It’s late.”

      I move to stand up, but her hand touches my cock. It just reaches out and lands on my cock, only denim and cotton separating her flesh from mine. A wave of desire overtakes me, and the only thing I can do is freeze.

      “Let me,” she says, still breathless, almost begging. “Let me touch you.”

      “No.” The word comes out like a slap, and she flinches.

      “I want to please you.”

      There is no hell that would be deep enough, hot enough, painful enough for me. “I took advantage of you. And now you want to please me?”

      Anger shoulders aside the lust in her eyes. “You took advantage of me? No, Liam. I made this decision.”

      “Really? You put on that dress because you wanted to make me insane with desire? You wore no panties so I wouldn’t rip them to shreds? You spread your legs because you knew I would eat you like a madman?” She looks so beautiful as she comes. Her hoarse cries are sweeter music than anything her violin could produce. She’s everything good and pure and right in this world, and all I can think about is defiling her again.

      Her cheeks turn pink. “I didn’t plan this, but I chose it all the same. I could have said no.”

      “It wouldn’t have stopped me.”

      “Liar,” she says, softly, almost sadly. “You didn’t take advantage of me, and you couldn’t hurt me if you tried. Not like this. You hurt me in other ways. By telling me that you don’t want a relationship after the tour. That you don’t love me. I love you, you know that? I do, but you don’t care. You’re too busy fighting with your demons.”

      “I’m not fighting demons, sweetheart. I am one.”

      Her eyes are wide and luminous. “You really believe that, don’t you?” she says, her voice wondering. “Why do you believe that?”

      With a growl I push away from her, pacing across the parquet floor, damning the iron-hard erection in my jeans. “If you knew the number of people I killed you wouldn’t ask that.”

      “Almost everyone on your payroll is ex-military,” she says in an outrageously reasonable tone. “Do you think they’re bad people?”

      “Of course not.”

      “Then what makes you different?”

      I can’t possibly explain all the deep-rooted ways. When you grow up with abusive parents you either hate the world or you find a way to rationalize their behavior. You think, maybe they’re right. Maybe they see something in me that’s fundamentally flawed. Maybe I should drink dirty well water to survive, only to throw it back up, and then stew in it for the next twenty-four hours before my father sends the rope down. Samantha knows something about shitty parents, but she doesn’t know my secrets—and God willing she never will.

      That’s how I leave her, collapsed on her practice chair, boneless with satiated desire, hurt a clear bell in her eyes.
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            CHAPTER TWENTY-ONE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The most expensive violin ever sold cost $16 million.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      When I wake up in the morning, I’m back in my bed, Liam nowhere to be seen. I don’t feel one year older or one day older. I’m a million years older, not because of the clock ticking away—but because of what happened with Liam last night. I examine myself in the mirror—the same brown eyes and brown hair. The same slight build that by some quirk of nature gave me the ability to play the violin with a speed and grace that astonished kings. Well, so much for being a child prodigy. It’s my eighteenth birthday.

      I’m not a child any longer.

      Liam North doesn’t have custody of me anymore.

      The knowledge should give me a sense of independence, of grief. Of power and loss in equal measure. For surely I’ve lost as much as I’ve gained as the calendar flicked past yesterday. I don’t feel any of those things, only a curious hollowness. Maybe I’m in a kind of emotional shock, my body resorting to numbness in order to avoid the pain.

      There is only one thing that could possibly cut through the gauzy material that separates me from reality right now. The same thing that has always helped me hurt and heal, the lodestone of all my emotion. And that’s music. After a quick shower I make my way downstairs.

      Standing in the doorway, I know immediately that something is different.

      That something is wrong.

      The violin I’ve used for the past five years is a lovely Nicolo Amati, its bearing proud, its sound clear. There are multiple cracks that have been professionally repaired. It is on the whole weatherworn and discolored, the pedigree exceeding its appearance.

      Even in its shabby state it’s worth several hundred thousand dollars at auction—and of course, like most other things in my possession, it does not actually belong to me. It’s owned by Liam North, purchased by him, his name on the insurance papers. It sleeps in a thoroughly modern suspension case made of carbon fiber. There could be a nuclear disaster, and the violin would remain inside the rectangular case, fully protected and encased in microfiber.

      Gone.

      The carbon fiber case, the Nicolo Amati violin. All of it, gone.

      There is my chair with faded fabric and gleaming wood, the one I usually use to practice. My stand. The sheets of music that I’m practicing for the tour.

      “A birthday gift,” comes a low voice from behind me. Liam moves so stealthy that I didn’t hear him. “We still have the Amati, if you want to keep it.”

      I take a step closer, examining the case, which is clearly an antique in its own right, with its smooth satinwood surface and brass closures. Even a few feet away I can feel the presence of the violin inside, as if its heartbeat thrums through the case.

      He said I could keep the Amati, but it isn’t really mine.

      “I—don’t understand.” Violins like this aren’t gifts. They are sold at auction, usually to museums and societies. Occasionally to eccentric billionaires with more money than musical skill.

      “I had a hell of a time tracking down the owner after the last auction. He preferred to remain anonymous, but I promised him—well, more money than he can spend in his lifetime. And a private demonstration at its debut in Tanglewood by the famous violin prodigy Samantha Brooks.”

      A brass lock plate is engraved with the following words: Lady Tennant/40 Grosvenor Square W.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      “We can get a new case,” he says, sounding gruff and strangely uncertain. “One with your name on it. This is the one it came with.”

      “Don’t you dare,” I say, half laughing, half crying.

      There are only five hundred Stradivarius violins left in the world. Even so there are too many for me to know the provenance of every single one, but I know this one. Lady Tennant got its name because it was purchased by Sir Charles Tennant as a gift for his wife.

      My hands are shaking as I reach for the clasps and open the case. I barely feel worthy to touch this violin—and I can’t even imagine owning it, even though that’s apparently what’s just happened. I grasp the violin gently by its neck, lifting it from the case, and all my tremors evaporate. It’s like the part in Harry Potter where the wand chooses the wizard. In this case it’s the violin choosing me.

      I’m tempted to run my fingertips over the strings and the neck, to learn its terrain by touch. But a violin’s imperative is to play, and so I lift the bow and touch it to the strings. The sound soars through the air, the clearest note I’ve ever heard.

      An opening scale and it sounds as momentous and poignant as any classical piece. It feels like I’m playing violin for the first time, hearing notes in an entirely new way.

      I look back at Liam. He’s always appreciated my playing. I suppose he would have gone mad by now if he didn’t, having my music room connected to his office. Even he looks awed by the sound.

      “How did you know?” I murmur, reluctant to set down the violin for even one moment.

      “You like it?” His voice is roughened with something, maybe emotion. Are the strings of a Stradivarius so compelling that they’ll move a man of strength and stoicism to this?

      “It’s the best thing anyone’s ever done for me. More than I ever imagined.” And then it doesn’t matter how much I long to hold Lady Tennant or play everything I’ve learned with her—I have to set her gently into the case. That’s where my carefulness ends.

      I launch myself at Liam, throwing my arms around his neck and squeezing. There’s moisture where my cheek touches his hard jaw, and I know he’ll be embarrassed by my wild show of gratitude. He’s never liked me being overly emotional, so I’ve tried so hard to be like him.

      When I pull back, his green eyes shine with what can only be tears. It’s enough to make my breath catch. Maybe he isn’t as stoic as he wants me to think.

      Maybe we’re more alike than I ever knew.

      In the moments that follow I become aware that I’m clinging to him like I’m drowning and he’s my last chance of survival. Sensation blooms in my chest, my belly, and lower, to where my legs are half wrapped around him. He releases me gently, and I slide down his body to the floor.

      “I’m old enough,” I whisper, because it means he doesn’t have to hold himself back from me. He doesn’t have to feel bad about the erection I can feel cradled between our bodies.

      He looks more torn than ever, shame hard in his eyes, his mouth a firm line. “The violin, Samantha. It was more than a birthday present. It’s a goodbye.”
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            CHAPTER TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In comparison to many other instruments, the piano is relatively new. It was invented in 1698 by Bartolomeo Cristofori in Italy.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      Bea calls me that afternoon, launching into an a cappella rendition of “Happy Birthday” with her husky, show tunes voice as soon as I say hello.

      I grin at her on FaceTime. “You should give up the whole piano thing,” I tell her. “Or at the very least become the next Adele.”

      “We’ll call that plan B,” she says, laughing.

      “You won’t believe what happened this morning.”

      “Ooh, something fun, I hope.”

      “I still can’t even believe it, and I was there.” I’ve got Lady Tennant in my lap, stroking the wood. I haven’t been able to let go of it, actually. When I’m not playing it, I’m holding it.

      “Now you’re just teasing me. What happened?”

      “Liam got me a Strad,” I tell her, unable to hold back the squeal. A professional violinist may go through a few violins in their lifetime, on the quest to find the perfect one. Other times it comes to you early.

      “Oh. My. God.”

      “The Lady Tennant.” It’s incredible to be able to share this with another musician. She’s not a violinist, but she understands the power of a premier instrument—especially one with history.

      “The Lady Tennant?” she says, sounding awed.

      “He bought it. Outright. And then gave it to me. Honestly I might throw up.”

      “Well, don’t throw up on a Stradivarius or you’ll probably lose your violin license.”

      “I can’t put it down. Like honestly, it’s been hours. I can’t let go of it.”

      “Of course you can’t let go of it. It’s your baby now. What are you just going to put it back in its case? How will it know how much you love it?” She’s teasing me, in the way where she fully understands why I can’t let go of it.

      I’m in my bedroom now, and I gently nudge the door shut so I can say what’s on my mind. “Actually, the violin is more than a birthday present. It’s a goodbye present.”

      A pause. “What does that mean?”

      Grief lances my heart, but I try for a matter-of-fact tone. “I guess it means I’m not going to see Liam again after I leave for the tour. That’s probably for the best. It’s not like we’re family.”

      “Wow,” she says, falling silent again.

      “Wow what?”

      “That’s both incredibly generous and incredibly cold.”

      “No, it’s—” My throat tightens. “He doesn’t owe me anything. He certainly didn’t owe me this violin. It shows how much he understands me. How much he cares for me.”

      “Yes,” she says drily. “So much that he doesn’t want to see you again.”

      Tears prick my eyes like hot pokers. “He’s always been a realist.”

      “He’s always been an asshole,” she says with a sigh. “But you love him.”

      Yes, but not the way she means. Not as a father. I love him as more than that—as my everything. “You don’t keep in touch with Edward,” I say, trying to sound reasonable. We had that in common, guardians who cared for us out of obligation rather than familial love.

      “Because I didn’t love Edward. And he didn’t love me.”

      “There. You see? Exactly like me and Liam.”

      “It’s the exact opposite of you and Liam, Samantha. You love him. And he feels something for you. Why do you think I called him an asshole?”

      “Because he wanted me to go to high school instead of tour professionally?”

      “No, he was probably right about that. I thought he was an asshole because he keeps his distance from you instead of saying how he really feels.”

      My body tightens as I remember his hands on my thighs, his tongue on my clit. “What if the way he feels about me isn’t appropriate for a guardian to his ward?”

      “He isn’t a regular guardian,” she says gently. “And you aren’t a regular ward. So why should your feelings be the same as other people?”

      “Beatrix, whatever happened between you and Edward?” He was her father’s business partner. When both her parents died, he became the trustee of the considerable wealth she inherited. The only thing I know is that they had a falling out about her husband.

      “He wanted to marry me,” she admits. “Not in the sweet ‘I love you’ way. More like a ‘you can’t leave the penthouse so you’ll make a nice attic wife for me’ way.”

      “Oh, Bea. Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I was embarrassed. Ashamed, really. I didn’t have a regular life going to high school. You know I couldn’t even leave the hotel for years, until I met Hugo.”

      “Edward didn’t take it well?”

      “No, and there’s something else, something I found out about his past. It doesn’t matter now except to say that he’s not a good man.”

      My heart clenches. “I’m sorry.”

      “I know we have this in common, and I’m grateful to call you my friend. But our situations are completely different. Even before I knew the truth about Edward, I knew I couldn’t marry him. That I would never love him—not as a husband or as a guardian.”

      She’s right. Our situations aren’t the same at all. If Liam North were to ask me to marry him, I would give up everything to say yes. The tour, a music career. Traveling the world. I’m excited about it, but it pales in comparison to the man one floor down. Of course, he would never ask me to marry him. He doesn’t even want to see me again. I stroke the smooth wood of the Stradivarius, which may be all I ever have of Liam North.
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        The world’s fastest violinist played “The Flight of the Bumblebee” averaging fifteen notes per second.

      

        

      
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      Laney insists on taking me to the local café, where we have tea and chocolate croissants while discussing the latest Outlander episode. Josh drives us there, even securing the back exit before he lets us come inside. I give him a strange look. He’s often been responsible for driving us around, the most overqualified chauffeur in the world, but this seems extreme.

      In answer he gives me a wink and takes his latte outside.

      I glance back at Laney, who’s trying to hide her grin. And the notch of worry between her eyes is gone. “Do you have good news?” I demand, already suspecting as much.

      A grin. “I wasn’t supposed to tell you, but…my mom got back last night. She’s exhausted but absolutely all in one piece. I checked. Two arms. Two legs. One nose. It’s all there.”

      I give her a quick hug. “I’m so glad. But wait. Why were you not supposed to tell me?”

      She rolls her eyes. “Because Elijah came back with her, and he’s all like, ‘I got Samantha a snow globe from the Kremlin and you can’t tell her I’m here until I give it to her.’”

      A bemused laugh escapes me. None of that sounds true. “Whatever.”

      “The important thing is that everyone is home. Nothing dangerous ever happens in Kingston.”

      I stick out my tongue at her. “Way to tempt fate.”

      An unrepentant grin. “Sorry, but I’m a firm believer in nihilism. We don’t believe in fate, but we also think that if fate did exist, tempting it wouldn’t matter. What’s going to happen will happen.”

      “I’m pretty sure that’s determinism.”

      “Exactly,” she says, snatching the last bite of chocolate croissant from my plate. “Which means I’m not responsible for stealing this, and it doesn’t matter anyway.”

      “You know what? I’m not even mad.”

      She grins. “Because you have a fancy new violin waiting at home?”

      “Yes.” My smile fades. “Though it won’t be home for long.”

      “Ugh. I can’t believe he said that to you. Just do what I do when I don’t like something—pretend it didn’t happen. Show up whenever you want. What is he gonna do? Turn you away?”

      My stomach turns over, despite the comforting tea and croissant I just ate. “Even if I can come back, that’s going to be in a year and a half. And that’s only the initial tour dates. If I get booked for concerts after that, it could be even longer.”

      The label will put me up in hotels for the tour. And after that? I’ll basically be homeless. Oh, I’ll have enough money to rent an apartment or something.

      It won’t really be a home.

      Silence falls between us, both of us wondering where we’ll be in two years from now. The future stretches out with endless uncertainty. Well, maybe I’m the only one wondering that. It’s possible Laney’s considering stealing the chocolate croissant from the display case.

      After all, it would happen anyway.

      A rap on the window. Josh taps his watch.

      “Let’s go,” Laney says, grabbing her purse.

      I take a final swallow of my tea. “Yeah, I’ve got to get my snow globe.”

      On the drive back to the house I notice Josh’s raw knuckles.

      “Who did you hit?” I say, disapproving. All three brothers are well trained and determined, but of the three of them, only Josh enjoys a fight.

      “Oh, this?” he says, his tone innocent. “This was just a love tap.”

      He drops us off at the front of the house. It’s dark and unnervingly quiet inside. I wonder if Liam is working, and if he’d mind if I played the Strad again.

      “Surprise!”

      A squeak escapes me as people jump out from behind the furniture and around the corner. My heart thumps in uneven rhythm. I grin at Laney with accusation. “Did you know about this?”

      “It was my job to distract you.”

      “So sneaky,” I say, looking around at the hot pink balloons and neon green streamers. A cake on the dining table forms the shape of a violin, the frosting in bright colors.

      “I basically told you,” she protests, laughing. “The snow globe. The Kremlin. Honestly who buys souvenirs from the Kremlin?”

      “Those are the worst hints in the history of the world.” I throw my arms around her for a big hug. “And thank you for being an amazing friend.”

      It seems like all the people who work for North Security are in attendance, including Hassan and his young bride, back from their honeymoon and googly-eyed in love. There’s Laney’s mom, looking no worse for the wear. Liam, looking grave surrounded by so much revelry.

      Elijah is back, and though he doesn’t have a snow globe, he does have a black eye. I’m careful not to make a fuss over him in front of everyone—I know he’d hate that.

      After “Happy Birthday” has been sung and the cake has been cut, I corner Elijah with a hug. He gives me a quick squeeze before letting me go. Strangely enough, Elijah is known as the asshole out of the three brothers, but my relationship with him has always been easiest. Maybe because we’re closest in age or because you always know where you stand with him.

      Though I think it’s more likely because we both know about loss.

      “I was worried about you,” I tell him.

      “You know I’m too stubborn to die. I’ll probably live to be two hundred.” He doesn’t sound very cheerful about the prospect. But then again, he doesn’t sound cheerful about much of anything.

      I give a pointed look to his black eye. “You’re not infallible.”

      “You should see the other guy.”

      “Nice try, but I already know Josh hit you. And he looks fine.”

      He grins, which with the black eye makes him look like a pirate. “And I’m guessing Liam will give me a matching one on the other side when he has a spare minute.”

      “Liam wouldn’t hit you,” I say, indignant. “You’re injured.”

      “My pride is the only thing injured if you think I can’t take a punch. Besides, I deserved it. I deserved worse than that, but Liam’s gone soft.”

      “Because he cares about you.”

      Elijah studies me, his hard features set into shadows and edges. His face gives the impression of a cliff, something that’s been hewn over centuries of water and wind but still manages to have hard angles. “No, squirt,” he says gently. “It’s because he cares about you. Everything changed the day he got custody of you.”

      I look away. Is that why he’s so eager to get rid of me? I imagine a twelve-year-old girl would cramp anyone’s style, especially a man in his prime who loves adventure. And women. My stomach clenches. “I suppose he’ll join one of the teams once I’m gone.”

      “He doesn’t want to do that shit anymore.”

      “Or maybe he just didn’t go because he felt obligated to stay with me.”

      “He used to take any job. Every job. If it was likely to end up with him in a wooden box, he would do it. He wanted it to end that way. It was only his bad luck that kept him alive.”

      The way Elijah speaks, I know he’s talking from experience. “Is that what you do?”

      A humorless smile. “That’s the North brothers’ curse. To survive.”

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      The party goes late into the night. It’s ten o’clock when Laney comes to me quietly. “Cody’s here. He’s outside. He doesn’t want to come in.”

      The hair on the back of my neck rises at her tone. “What’s going on?”

      She glances to the large windows that overlook the hills. Any gathering here involves beer and an overabundance of testosterone, which led to the men competing in impromptu boxing matches. Liam was called outside to arbitrate a particularly dirty one.

      Only his decisions are trusted as being completely impartial.

      “He’s got bruises,” she whispers.

      Birthday cake turns to lead in my stomach. Cody has always hidden his bruises from Liam—and usually from us. He must be in a bad way if he’s come here. “Should I tell Liam?”

      Her eyes widen. “You can’t.”

      “He helped with Coach Price.”

      “That was different. He could get rid of Coach Price. How is he going to get rid of Cody’s dad?”

      “The authorities. A social worker. I don’t know.”

      “The man’s the only family Cody has. Do you think he’s going to be safer in some group home? And besides, you had to convince Liam to help with Coach Price. What if he won’t be convinced this time?”

      For all I know there are a hundred Coach Prices working at the group home. And besides, I know what it’s like to have a father who isn’t very good—but he’s the only one you have. I wouldn’t want Cody to lose that—or to suffer retribution if his father finds out he talked to us.

      “I still think we should tell Liam.”

      “We can talk about that later, but right now I’m going on a drive with him.”

      “Do you want me to come with you?”

      “Maybe,” she says. “No, it’s your birthday party. Don’t be silly.”

      “I’m not being silly. You guys are my best friends. If he needs to talk, I should be there.” A thought occurs to me, and my cheeks heat. “Unless you’d rather be alone.”

      Shock widens her eyes. “Nothing like that is going to happen.”

      “Okay,” I say, keeping my tone mild.

      “I’m serious. Now you have to come.”

      She slips outside, and I start to follow. At the threshold of the house I pause, remembering the strange sounds and shadows in the antique shop. Probably my imagination.

      “Come on,” she says, and I take another step forward.

      And then stop.

      Your father had enemies. If they think you know something—

      No, I won’t leave without telling anyone where I’m going. Liam was right about that—it’s not the grown-up decision to make people worry.

      I find Liam outside, shaking his head as Josh and Elijah fight across the grass, tumbling outside the makeshift white boundary, using moves that I’m pretty sure aren’t allowed in even the most underground boxing ring.

      “I’m going on a drive with Laney and Cody.”

      “No,” he says, almost absently, his eyes still on the fight.

      “I’m not asking permission,” I tell him gently. “I’m eighteen now. Remember?”

      He glances at me, his green eyes filled with humor and melancholy. “Would you have asked permission if I agreed to be pen pals when you left?”

      I shake my head slowly, not breaking eye contact.

      “Christ,” he says. “All right. Go. I won’t try to stop you, but I’m still responsible for your safety as long as I—as long as you’re here. I’ll follow at a discreet distance.”

      I make a face. “Are you serious?”

      “Hey,” he says gently. “I know how to tail someone without them knowing.”

      “That’s weirdly reassuring.”

      That earns me a small smile.

      Outside I find Cody and Laney waiting by the beat-up white truck, Cody looking miserable, his shoulders slumped as if perpetually protecting himself. He actually looks better than Elijah—no black eyes or visible bruises. I think they’re all on his ribs. His father hits him where it can’t be seen.

      I move to hug him, but he takes a reflexive step back.

      My face falls, but I struggle to act casual. “I heard we’re going for a drive.”

      “Happy birthday,” he says, apology in his voice. “I got you a present, but it’s… I lost it.”

      More likely his father found it, whatever it was, and beat him for it. Acid rises in my throat. I hate not being able to do anything about it.

      Maybe on the drive I can convince him Liam can help.

      “The only thing I want for my birthday is hanging out with you,” I say, climbing into the truck. I don’t know how much a normal high school experience really helped me. The endless classes and exams when all I really wanted to do was play the violin. Having Laney and Cody as friends is different. If this is what normal means, I understand why it’s so important.

      I know without asking that we’re heading to the lake, where trails lead to a rocky swimming hole. We go there a lot to hang out. Except we barely get ten minutes from home before headlights appear behind us, way too close to the truck. Cody swears in surprise. “What the hell?”

      “Oh my God,” I moan. “He said he would be discreet.”

      Laney turns in her seat. “I hate to be the bearer of bad news, but that’s not anyone from North Security. It’s a Crown Victoria, late nineties model.”

      She has that kind of detailed knowledge of random things, so I trust her. The North Security vehicles are all black Explorers designed to hold a maximum number of people, and a couple large trucks for hauling supplies.

      “Then who is it?” Cody says as the car behind us speeds up.

      Impact. We’re jolted forward as the car slams into the truck. Cody swerves hard but manages to keep the truck on the road.

      “No one we want to meet,” I say, gripping the leather seat. “Keep going.”

      It comes to me with calm certainty—this is about my father.

      A child who might remember something from when she was hiding under her father’s desk. Not only from the day he died. From before that. A phone call. A conversation.

      I still don’t remember anything. There were diplomats and formal dinners where I would be forced to wear itchy dresses. Endless phone calls where I would play with my doll underneath his desk. What could I have heard that’s dangerous? Maybe Liam is right. It doesn’t matter what I’ve heard. It only matters that someone thinks I might know something.

      The car behind us speeds up, pulling alongside. “Oh shit,” Laney says.

      They’re trying to run us off the road. The crunch of metal. Cody fights to keep the truck straight. If we go off the road right now, we’ll head straight into a ditch—and then be sitting ducks. Elijah taught me self-defense, but I have a feeling the man in that car has a gun.

      A burst of light as a large black SUV jumps onto the road, headlights overbright, engine smooth and loud. It must be Liam in one of the Explorers. He slams into the Crown Vic, pushing it into the embankment instead of us.

      Cody fights the steering, but we’re going too fast. There’s a loud pop as the ancient white pickup truck is pushed one mile past its endurance. The truck swerves hard, almost flipping over, before it rocks back onto four wheels.

      There’s a shout. A wild cry.

      The whole world shakes as we leave the pavement and hit sliding rocks.

      A tree looms ahead in the windshield. We’re slowing down, but not fast enough. We slam into the trunk with a loud thunk and the punch of a half-inflated, ancient, yellowed airbag.
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            CHAPTER TWENTY-FOUR

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        The London Symphony Orchestra was booked to travel on the Titanic's maiden voyage, but they changed boats at the last minute.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      The man driving the Crown Victoria has pale eyes and a scar across his left eye. I put a bullet in the middle of his forehead before he can talk. There’s a half second of regret about that. He could have had useful information, though probably not. And he deserved a painful death. But I can’t risk the fucker hurting anyone while I’m losing my mind with worry. I sprint across the road to the white truck, which smokes from its rumpled hood. By the time I get there Cody is helping Laney out. Samantha pushes her way out from the other side, in time for me to catch her in my arms.

      “Are you okay? Talk to me.” I run my hands over her body, searching for injuries. The whole chase probably lasted two and a half seconds, but it’s more than enough for someone to be hurt. For someone to be killed. The human body is so fucking fragile.

      She pushes at my hands. “I’m fine. Liam, I’m fine.”

      I hold myself back long enough to study her face. Her brown eyes are wide with worry. Tear tracks glisten down her cheeks. “I’m not,” I say hoarsely. “I’m not fucking fine.”

      Then I clutch her to my chest, trying in vain to control the wild beat of my heart. I feel like some kind of feral creature. I want to beat the earth and howl at the moon. I want to find the fuckers who sent an assassin after Samantha and rip them apart with my bare hands.

      All I can do is stand here and hold her—and hold her. And hold her. It’s woefully inadequate, but the alternative is to lose my fucking mind, and she needs me right now.

      It feels like an eternity, the perfect clock in my head gone haywire. Three Explorers pull up, my brothers descending with harsh efficiency to handle the body, to check on Laney and Cody, to get the local law enforcement involved. That last one is a courtesy. We all know with grim and silent communication that we’ll find the fuckers behind this and dispose of them ourselves.

      Josh tries to take her from me. “I’m not sure she can breathe,” he says.

      Of course she can breathe. I have my hand on her back, feeling her lungs move. I’ve touched her pulse. Even the tears that dampen her lashes. I need to feel those signs of life.

      Elijah shows up with a grim face. “No ID on the body. The tags are cut off his clothes. The VIN number filed off the car. The sheriff’s going to call in the FBI on this.”

      Christ, this place was going to be a circus in a matter of minutes.

      “I’m taking her back to the house. They can question us there once they’ve processed the scene.”

      “They aren’t going to like the shooter leaving,” Josh says, rueful.

      “Wait,” Samantha says, struggling to step back. “I’m not going to leave Laney and Cody here.”

      “They’ll be safe,” I say, lifting her body into the air and hauling her to the nearest company car. She gasps in shock, fighting me before I click the seat belt into place and shut the door. Her loyalty to her friends is admirable, but they have a goddamn army to protect them in case there are any more mercenaries lurking in these woods.

      And I’m not going to leave Samantha exposed out here for one more second, not for anything, not when I feel her trembling in my arms.

      When we get home, I carry her upstairs, even though she protests she can walk. I consider taking her to my room—I want her in my bed, where she’ll be safe. And never leave.

      Instead I force myself to carry her to her bedroom. I set her down on the warm tile of her bathroom floor as I turn the water to hot and fill the tub.

      She works at the hem of her shirt, getting herself caught in the fabric. She’s too worked up to undress herself—and so I’ll do it for her. I unveil each inch of skin with undue care, mindful of bruises that might form in the next few hours, even days. Small quivers take her muscles, a reminder that she isn’t as composed as she wants me to think.

      This is the first time I’ve ever seen her fully naked.

      Even with danger so nearby, my body reacts to hers with intense arousal. As I pull her panties down her legs, exposing her slender thighs and the dark curls between them, my cock reacts with a throb. I want the ultimate sign of life, her cunt pulsing around me, slick and warm and soft. She looks like a dream, full of rosy peach hues and creamy vanilla. There is no end to the places I want to taste her. I could make her stand in the foyer as a living statue. It’s sick, the ways I want to see her, use her, the ideas her bare body gives me. Depraved.

      Instead I help her into the bathtub, where I wash her with soap. Everywhere. Even when she blushes and murmurs in embarrassment, I slide the soap over her nipples and between her legs. Between the firm cheeks of her ass. There is a primal need inside me, to serve her, to care for her, and I’m as helpless to the urge as she is. She’s Venus with her upturned breasts and demure pose. Her hair falling around her in erotic abandon. There’s never been anything more beautiful than this. Enough to bring a man to his knees. Enough to make me wish I was anything other than her former guardian.

      I use the peach-scented bottles to wash and shampoo her hair, my rough hands working carefully through the strands, making them lather and then cream and then clean again.

      When she’s dry, I tuck her into bed with its pale pink sheets and white lace coverlet, with the cream-colored throw pillow with a brown violin embroidered on it. God, she looks so vulnerable in that bed. So vulnerable and impossibly strong. The urge to hold her runs through me, a physical sensation that makes me tremble.

      I turn to leave her, forcing myself to let her rest. She deserves that much.

      “Don’t go,” she whispers.

      The bed is twin-size, which isn’t enough for the both of us. And it highlights how young she is, how wrong I was to ever let her climb into my king-size bed down the hall.

      Shivers run through her, and I climb in behind her, pulling her close into the fortress of my body. My eyes are wide. Sleep will be impossible tonight. Tomorrow. Maybe ever. All I can do is watch over her. No one will touch her.

      She drifts into a restless slumber, her body warm but still shivering.

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      Liam wakes me up just before midnight, nudging me gently out of the hazy, dark sinkhole of dreams. It takes me a moment to remember that the crash wasn’t only in my imagination. New twinges wake up throughout my body as I move to stand, and I can’t hide a wince.

      “Dr. Foster’s downstairs,” he says, a knowing sympathy in his eyes. “And the police want to ask some questions. I’ve given them fifteen minutes. They know you need to sleep.”

      I manage a wry smile. “If a question gets too personal, you’ll step in?”

      He raises an eyebrow, bemused by my mood. I’m bemused, too. It’s a strange thing to realize I miss his overprotective tendencies. Maybe that’s how I truly know I’ve grown up—that I can long for the relative safety of my childhood with Liam North.

      But the detectives are courteous and professional. Unlike the reporter, they haven’t been digging into my personal background before they show up. They aren’t aware there’s any connection between my father and what happened tonight. Did the driver interact with you before he rammed from behind? Do you know why he was chasing you?

      They show me a photo of him, leaning back in the driver’s seat, a neat hole in the center of his forehead. I shiver, and Liam rubs slow circles on my back. Have you seen him before?

      No, no, and no.

      The doctor looks me over and declares me healthy—some bruising, he says, offering a prescription that is guaranteed to numb the pain.

      “No,” I say because I think the nightmares may be worse.

      Liam accepts the bottle with a grim nod, keeping it safe in case I need it.

      Then he takes me back upstairs and tucks me into bed. “What about Laney?” I ask, pain and adrenaline making me jittery. “What about Cody’s truck? His dad—”

      “I know,” Liam says, his green eyes fathomless. “I’ll take care of them.”

      “You said he’s not your business.”

      “I was wrong, Samantha.”

      I clasp his wrist in a wordless plea, feeling the interplay of tendon and muscle, a silent string instrument in the form of a man.

      He climbs into the bed behind me, his warmth an immediate comfort.

      “You don’t have to stay.” I close my hand around his arm, pressing my fingers along the strings as if it were the neck of a violin—G4, D4, A4, E5.

      He doesn’t move, but I feel his gentle amusement ripple the air. “Let me,” he murmurs. “After seeing the truck go off the road, I’m definitely going to have nightmares.”

      And I sink back into the murky sleep, the one with my father shouting, pleading, cursing.
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            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        In addition to being a composer and talented violinist, Vivaldi was ordained by the Catholic Church. He was given the nickname The Red Priest in reference to his hair color.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      In my dream there are soft hands exploring me.

      These are the hands of a violinist, incredibly swift and strong and sure. I suck in a breath when they find a decades-old cut on my side. It feels like a lance, the gentle fingertip tracing the scar. They move lower, lower, lower. The backs of delicate knuckles brush against stiff denim, a butterfly beating its wings against a boulder—and breaking it apart.

      I roll the warm weight of her beneath me, determined to extract payment. My dick throbs with years of unspent desire. My hands aren’t nearly so soft. I’m going to rip her silk-flutter skin the way I’m grabbing her, holding her, using her, but I can’t make myself stop.

      It’s a dream; I don’t have to stop.

      I press my face into her hair, breathing in the sun-drenched strands. Her skin feels impossibly smooth against my cheek, beneath my lips. I lick her to see if she tastes as sweet. Like the velvet skin of a peach, holding such treasure inside.

      The curve of her neck and the place it joins her shoulder. That’s where I bite down, reveling in the squeak of sound she makes, the way she stiffens beneath my thighs. Afraid. Afraid. Afraid. She should be scared of me. It would take so little force to break the skin. I must be careful. Even in my dream, I can’t hurt her.

      I turn my attention lower, to the slope of her breast. The faint memory of black ruffles threatens the edges of my mind… but there is no silk here. There’s only a thin T-shirt, and the warning bells recede. My tongue finds her nipple, teasing until it becomes hard enough to bite through the fabric. I’ve never been tame.

      Even when I stand in a suit, in a roomful of a hundred other people, I’m a wild animal wearing clothes. The fact that I choose not to rage and rip and roar does not change who I am.

      During sex my base nature reveals fully.

      I close my lips around her breast, sucking her through the cotton. My hand plays with her other nipple, which is already hard; it wants my attention there, my mouth.

      “Oh God,” someone moans, but I must have imagined that.

      I find the hem of her shirt and lift until her breasts are exposed to the cool night air. I nuzzle them from underneath, where a deep warmth permeates her skin. And then higher, to her nipple. This is her punishment for touching me, from waking me from hibernation.

      She tastes so goddamn sweet. Like sunshine made flesh.

      One of my knees nudges her legs apart. My hips settle against hers in an ages-old formation. There’s a warm notch for my cock. Even through her panties and my jeans, I can feel the cradle of her body. It’s the perfect place to settle while I kiss her breasts.

      Forever. That’s how long I could remain here, feeling her warmth, petting her softness while she writhes in helpless welcome. While she makes little sounds.

      Her hips move against me, hesitant and hungry.

      “That’s right,” I mutter against her nipple, licking in approval. “Make yourself ready for me. I’m so fucking hard right now. I need you soft and ready.”

      If she isn’t, I could hurt her—bruise her secret muscles or tear her tender folds. I clasp her hip and hitch her against me to show her the rhythm. When she comes, her tight little body will clench and release liquid that will ease the way.

      She isn’t a hot shower and the jerk of my fist. Once I get my cock inside her, I’m going to stay there for a long time. Even when I break her little hymen, I’m going to slide through the blood and the arousal. When I come, I’m going to keep fucking her, the salt enough to sting any break in her skin. Even that wouldn’t be enough to make me stop.

      Those inquisitive little hands grasp my side, my back, struggling to hold on as the climax rises up. My cock throbs in desperation, feeling the gush of liquid heat. She cries out, and I capture the sound in my mouth, sliding my tongue against hers.

      She comes in exquisite little pulses, legs clamping around my body, moaning into my mouth, vibrations I can feel down to my soul. Her body collapses back against the sheets, legs splayed open, arms beside her head. She’s never been more beautiful.

      “Don’t stop now,” Dream Samantha says.

      Why does she think I would stop? My cock is hard enough to split in half, made of marble, brought to the breaking point. She’s soft and ready for me.

      I reach to shove down my jeans. There’s no time for anything else; I push aside the wet fabric of her panties. A small pile of curls and slick flesh. Heat races chills along my spine. I press the head of my cock to her—and push push push.

      A short, muffled scream of pain pierces the air.

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      Liam stops moving, but it does not quiet the chaos. The pulse beating in my ears, the ache in my breasts. The throbbing between my legs. I shouldn’t have made a sound. I tried to be quiet. Everyone knows the first time will hurt, but it took me by surprise—both the flash of pain and the fullness. God, the fullness. It’s like having a club inside me. Or maybe the curved head of a violin. Something that most definitely does not fit.

      “You’re not a dream,” Liam says, his voice thick as honey.

      “A dream?” I say faintly. My legs are spread wide, his body shoving inside me, and he thinks I might not be real. I have the sudden wild urge to giggle—wholly inappropriate. The words a condom is mandatory float through my mind. Preposterous, things like practicality, in the face of his wild animal need.

      This is nothing planned or careful. This is two animals mating in the jungle. There is no place for latex here.

      “I thought—” He makes a low sound of grief. “You’re so beautiful and warm. And wet. Samantha, you need to stop clenching like that. It makes me—”

      “I’m sorry,” I say on a breathless laugh. I’m on the other side of the looking glass now, my old life strange and boring in light of the terrifying wonder before me. “I’m not doing it on purpose.”

      One thrust of his hips and he pushes in another inch.

      I won’t survive it. “How much more?”

      “I’m not fucking you,” he says, unsteady, but there’s no conviction in his voice. How can there be when he forces himself another inch?

      He’s a large man, but I never worried that he wouldn’t fit inside me. Men and women perform this act every day. Surely I can figure it out. The theory is nothing more than a smooth water’s surface—a mirage replaced with sudden violence by the reality of him. His shoulders loom above me. His muscular thighs hold mine open as wide as they can go. And his cock burrows deeper into my body.

      This is everything I’ve ever wanted, and now that it’s here, I can’t take it. My body refuses. I wriggle instinctively, trying to get away, to find relief, and he clasps my shoulders in an impossible grip. “No, don’t,” he gasps, green eyes hazy. “Don’t move. Not like that.”

      “Hurts,” I say, barely able to squeeze out the word.

      “Sorry. Sorry.” He drops his head to taste my shoulder in an openmouthed kiss. “I need to get off you, to stop touching you. To stop fucking you. I’m sorry.”

      He doesn’t stop.

      His hips pull away only long enough to let cool air soothe my tender skin. Then he pushes back inside with a grunt. I might as well try to stop a boulder rolling down a mountain, picking up speed as it goes. And I don’t want him to stop, not really. It’s only that I want this terrible pressure to ease. It makes me pant and writhe.

      I don’t know whether he’s exceptionally large or I’m exceptionally small. Maybe both. It would be only right that we would be mismatched this way, when everything else about us is also wrong. We are not meant to be together; it’s only the force of our wills that makes it work.

      “No, no,” he mutters to himself, fighting it even as he fucks me, thrusting deep inside me, going slow enough that I feel every ounce of friction against my intimate walls. His eyes are wild and angry and somehow frightened. “Make me stop,” he says.

      I press a kiss to the only part of him I can reach—the bulge of his pecs.

      He flinches beneath my lips.

      My chest aches with something that has nothing to do with his cock. I’m hurting for the man who thought I’d leave for my tour with a cheerful goodbye and never come back. For the man who thought that would be best for me, as if he’s been nothing but a vending machine, a place where I got safety and comfort without ever caring about him in return.

      “It’s okay,” I whisper. “I want this. I want you.”

      With a groan he thrusts hard inside me. I can only close my eyes, tears leaking down my cheeks. Thank God it’s too dark for him to see. He’s not looking anyway; his head is down, hips moving swift and fierce. His shout is both masculine power and utter surrender. His body turns taut, straining against me, pushing me into the mattress so hard I can’t breathe.

      A sense of victory expands in my chest. It’s like we climbed the tallest mountain or fought an entire army. That’s what we did together, and I stroke his head, feeling the impossible softness as his muscled body weighs me down.

      He stirs in slow degrees, his hips moving experimentally, his cock nudging me in an intimate place. I wait for him to pull away. He’ll probably leave the bed now. I have no illusions about his reaction to this. I’m the one who started touching him, knowing it would lead to sex. I’m the one who made the overture. He’s the one who will retreat.

      Except he doesn’t leave my body. Instead he thrusts back inside, as if we’re still having sex. As if he didn’t just flex and spurt warm liquid into my body.

      “What are you doing?” I whisper.

      “Losing,” he says.

      “But didn’t we just—”

      “One time isn’t enough,” he says, his tone dark with promise.

      It sounds like a threat, except the large pulses of cum smooth the way for his cock. They give me a sense of warmth that wasn’t there before. Then he shifts his angle slightly, and his cock finds a place inside me that makes me arch and cry out.

      “Wait,” I say, but he doesn’t wait. He does it again, finding the place with a carnal knowledge. How can he know my body better than I do? My secret muscles clench helplessly around him, and he answers with a flex of his cock.

      He fucks me with a wealth of patience, pulling pleasure out of my body so long and hard that every muscle hurts, thrusting inside me long enough that I feel myself turn raw. I know what he wants from me, but it’s too much.

      “I can’t,” I say in broken sobs, desperate enough to beg.

      “You can,” he says, his voice a velvet murmur.

      His thumb reaches down to press my clit, and I flinch in the few precious moments before the climax overtakes me, clamping down on every muscle, squeezing my lungs, tightening my sex around something too large to fit.

      His groan sounds like pain. Like a small and welcome death.

      He collapses on me for a second time, and I think to myself, We’ve done it. Finally. Except his cock stirs inside me, and I realize I did not understand the size of this mountain. I did not know the strength of this army.

      “Again,” he demands, tender and inexorable.
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        Stravinsky's ballet The Rite of Spring was so original and provoking that during its 1913 premier it caused protest and violence from the audience.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      “What the fuck is this?”

      The words rip through the air, tearing me out of sleep.

      Elijah stands in the doorway, surveying our naked bodies with a mixture of shock and fury. He looks ready to kill me. I pull on my jeans, so that at least I can die with some dignity.

      “Let’s take this outside,” I say as Samantha stirs in the bed.

      “No, you can explain what the fuck you were doing to Samantha Brooks, the child you’re responsible for, practically your daughter, right fucking here.”

      I don’t flinch, but it’s a close thing. “You don’t know what you’re talking about.”

      “Oh really. Did you put your dick in her?”

      Josh appears behind him in the hallway, looking almost amused, the bastard. “Are we going to have the birds-and-the-bees talk?”

      “You knew about this?” Elijah says, incredulous.

      “I figured he was teaching her safe sex.”

      Elijah lets out a growl. He’s always been the one with the most normal sense of morality, between the three of us. “I thought you were better than this,” he says softly.

      “I’m not,” I say because he doesn’t need any fucking illusions.

      Samantha pulls herself out of bed, fully awake now. “Hey, can you stop talking about me like I’m not part of this? I’m an adult now. I get to make these decisions for myself.”

      She’s using the pink sheet to cover herself, but in the sunbreak it’s practically translucent. With a growl I push her behind me. Elijah lets out a snort. “Oh, now you’re worried about someone seeing her? After you fucked her?”

      “Well, we can see why,” Josh says, his tone appreciative. “Look at her with that just-got-fucked hair and whisker burn on her shoulders. Someone’s all grown-up.”

      Red colors my vision, and my control snaps. I launch myself at my brother, throwing a punch that sends him careening into the wall. It leaves me open for a split second—a second that Elijah uses to land a fist in my gut. I absorb the blow with a quiet oomph, stepping back from the force. Samantha grabs my arm, which is raised to hit back.

      “No,” she cries, and the sound cuts through the haze of shame and fury.

      “Christ,” I say, glaring at Josh. I want another go at him.

      “Please,” she says, tear tracks glistening on her cheeks. “Don’t fight.”

      “Why the fuck not?” Elijah says, muscles straining as Josh holds him back.

      “Because I won’t be the reason you hurt each other,” Samantha says, her voice trembling. “If you want to punch each other, you’ll have to come up with another reason.”

      She stands there with her chin held high, a sheet wrapped around her slender body. She weighs a hundred pounds of nothing, but she looks like she can stop a war. That’s what she’s doing, with nothing more than the force of her will.

      If there was ever a piece of my heart held back, a part of me that wasn’t fully in love with her, it’s gone now. She’s a warrior. A goddess. I want to fall at her feet in supplication. Now I understand why knights would kneel before their queen and bow their heads. It’s the only position that makes sense for a man in the presence of such a woman.

      “I love our family reunions,” Josh says with a quicksilver grin.

      Elijah lets out a low growl that I can empathize with. I wouldn’t want to be held back from a fight, either. And I can’t even argue his point. I deserve to be beaten. I deserve to be locked in a closet, thrown down a well. I’ve always deserved it.

      “Go,” she says, her head held high. “I love that you care about me this much, and I know that because of a messed-up childhood, this may be the only way you know how to show it. But I’m a grown woman. You don’t get to dictate who I sleep with. And I’m asking you to leave.”

      Only Elijah looks at all chastened by the words. Josh gives an irreverent little salute before heading down the hallway. I’m the only one left, and I turn to face her.

      “Samantha, I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have—”

      “You too,” she says softly, heartbreak lending her brown eyes an almost rust-colored red. “You’re the worst one, about to apologize for taking my virginity not even a full day after you did it. I deserve better than that. If you want to get back into bed, to try to find some peace and joy together, then you can stay. But if you want to apologize for wanting me, you can leave.”

      I swallow hard, but there’s only one thing I can do.

      My feet suddenly weigh a thousand tons. My head swims with the certainty that I will regret this moment until my final day. And my heart beats with a terrible truth, that I can’t possibly stay in this room. Josh was wrong when he said I was still holding on to that baby bird in the closet. I have to let her go. And so I walk out of the room, my expression stoic as it slams behind me. We can’t be on the same side of the door, not when I’m trapped in hell.

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      I grew up without being able to count on my father. Even when Liam North became my guardian, part of me had already learned not to trust grown-ups. They only wanted to tell me what to do, only wanted me to please them. Some things are learned deep in your bones.

      I couldn’t wait to become an adult so that I could make my own decisions. Now that I’m here, I realize something was missing in my dreams of adulthood. I can make my own choices; I can choose Liam, but I can’t make him choose me. The sky is full of wind and storm; my wings only take me so far.

      That’s how I find myself playing the Lady Tennant, my own composition of loss and heartbreak. It makes me think of biting cold and lonely nights. I thought I wanted to graduate from high school, to turn eighteen, to play on a tour—when all I really wanted was not to be left behind.

      That’s what’s happening, even if I’m the one walking out the door.

      We’re not going to be pen pals. I may be an adult now, but Liam still makes the rules. I can’t make him write or call or visit me. And I definitely can’t make him love me.

      The composition ends abruptly, written only in my head.

      It felt wrong to give it one last sorrowful note.

      It felt final.

      Now the true end comes to me, a silvery line that flutters, uncertain. It darts this way and that, caught on some uplifting wind.

      The notes rise higher, ending on the auspice of hope.

      Only a few months ago, my bow fell still in the middle of a song. Now it comes to a graceful close at the end of one I wrote myself. Instead of waiting for Liam to react to the silence, I stand and cross the threshold.

      He sits at his office, not making any pretense of work. His large flat-screen monitor is dark. The black leather blotter on his desk is empty. The lamp is off.

      “Did you like it?” I ask.

      “It was the most beautiful thing I’ve ever heard.”

      A window behind him provides the only illumination. Moonlight limns his broad shoulders and fair hair. I think more than anything that’s happened, this is what marks adulthood. Fighting for the life I want.

      Fighting for the man I love.

      Circling his desk, I come to stand in front of him. His chair is turned slightly so that I can kneel down almost in front of him. The way he did to me a thousand times, a light touch on my knee, looking me in the eyes like I was important to him.

      The deep green of his eyes is only a suggestion in the shadows.

      I touch my palms to his knees. “You don’t want to hear me play in concert?”

      “I want it more than life,” he says, his voice rough—even rougher when my hands skate on top of his thighs. I already fought for him with music. Now there’s a different kind of battle to be waged. “More than I should.”

      “More than writing letters,” I say, a small mocking note.

      “We’re not—” A sharp indrawn breath as I feel his hardness through his slacks. “We’re not going to be pen pals.”

      I shake my head slowly. “That’s not what I want from you anyway.”

      He moves as if to push me away, only to fall still when I touch the head of his cock. That’s when he goes completely still, hissing out a breath. “What you want is impossible.”

      “Explain it to me,” I say, tracing a ridge that circles him. Everything about this is new and exciting. I would enjoy it if there weren’t so much on the line.

      “I’m not— Oh God, sweetheart. I’m not made for that. All I do is hurt people, all I do is trap them. Starve them. Make them close their eyes and go to sleep.”

      His words don’t make sense on the surface, but they do on a deep level. I feel them resonate on the same level as my bone-deep certainties. That I’ll always be left by a man who doesn’t love me. And he’s so worried about trapping me that he’s determined to leave. We make quite a pair.

      “You don’t have to protect me anymore,” I whisper. “I’m grown-up now.”

      “You won’t ever be old enough, understand? It’s not about your age. It’s about the fact that I’m responsible for you. I can’t let you die.”

      Maybe it should scare me—that word. I can’t let you die. Except this is a man who has lived with death as his shadow for so long. I see what it costs him to send men and women into danger. What it costs him to risk his own brothers with every mission.

      I find the button to his slacks and work them, clumsy in the dark. And then his zipper. At any moment he might stop me. His breathing saws in and out, audible even though he can run twelve miles a morning barely breaking a sweat. This is what’s straining him, the hardness of his cock in my hand. It feels softer than I expected. The salt tang of him comes to me in the dark, and I nudge toward him, in search of his desire. My nose bumps his cock first, and a shudder runs through him.

      “Samantha,” he says on a helpless chant. “Samantha. Samantha.”

      Blindly I search for him in the dark, my lips landing on some velvet-burn place on him. I send my tongue to feel him, to trace a raised vein. Then I pull back, toward the tip, finding that ridge again, exploring it with my mouth while he pants and groans above me, a benediction in the night.

      “Is this okay?” I say, pausing uncertainly.

      His hand lands on top of my head, falling down to stroke my hair, to grab it in unruly fistfuls. “It’s more than okay. It’s incredible. I can’t take it. I’m dying.”

      I might not know what he means except that he did the same thing to me while I played Beethoven’s “5 Secrets.” Which means I know that dying means he’s close—but not there yet. So I lick him again, remembering the rhythm he used between my legs.

      His hips push forward in small thrusts, uncontrolled, almost as if he can’t stop them. His cock moves through the circle of my fist, the same way he did in the shower.

      My lips feel swollen as I pull back, sliding against the soft head of his cock as I speak. “You were angry at me that I kept the Coach Price thing a secret, but how many secrets are you keeping from me?”

      “It’s my job to keep those secrets.”

      “Bullshit,” I say, punctuating the word with a pump of my fist. The velvet skin moves apart from the hard muscle beneath. “I’m not talking about any of your classified government contracts. I’m talking about you and me and how I came to be in your custody.”

      He makes a sound of protest—and I don’t want to hear him give me more lies, more platitudes. More attempts to soothe his own guilt by telling himself that’s what I need from him.

      So I press a kiss to the head of his cock, to where the wetness pools into a salty drop. I lick it away from him. And lick again, to find that another one has formed. It’s a sensual feast, doing this in the dark, hearing his shuddery breaths.

      “You have to stop,” he says, his hips pushing harder and harder.

      I make my fist tighter around him, working him, making love to him with my hand—it isn’t impersonal at all. This is the way I make music with my bow and violin. Every twitch of my fingers, every slight pressure. His ragged breathing and low groans are the music I make.

      Heat gathers between my legs, but I force myself to ignore that. There are more important things at stake than my arousal, the dampness in my sex. The ache in my clit.

      “Don’t you know how it takes away my power, not to know what happened to my own father, what happened to me? I can’t even remember that night. Only that when I woke up, my father was dead and there was a stranger who would take care of me. Don’t you see how it’s hurting me?”

      A low animal sound of pain fills the air, making the hair on the back of my neck rise. He does see it, he does, but he can’t do anything except succumb to the physical release. I close my mouth around his cock, catching his climax on my tongue. I swallow, greedy, knowing this might be my only taste. I lave him gently, kiss him, kiss him, soothing him as he comes down in jerks and pants.

      Without warning or ceremony, he drags me onto his lap, fingers working quickly at my jeans, finding their way inside to the slick center. I jerk at the intrusion. Too much friction, too fast. “Wait,” I whisper.

      “Now,” he says, unbending.

      I try to clamp my legs shut, but it only makes the pressure more intense. “Tell me we can have more than this. Tell me you’ll see me on the tour. Tell me you’ll wait for me to come back.”

      He doesn’t tell me any of those things. His silence is answer enough. My body doesn’t realize it’s lost—the climax builds in pleasure-drenched waves, leaving me panting and sated on the lap of a man who’s just turned me away.

      His lips brush my forehead, chaste even as my arousal dries on his fingers. “There is no future for you and me. I’m no longer your guardian. You’re no longer my ward.”

      Tears dampen my lashes. “We could make something new.”

      He pushes me gently off his lap, and I stagger like a deer on my legs for the first time. “You’re forgetting something, sweetheart. I don’t want that.”

      Every molecule in my body shouts at me to push him, to shake him, to make him see that we can work. Whether he’s trying to protect me or protect himself, the result is the same. I can’t make him want this. And I don’t think he’ll ever really see me as an adult while I live under his roof.
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        There are two skulls in composer Joseph Haydn’s tomb. His head was stolen by phrenologists and a replacement skull was put in his tomb. In 1954, the real skull was restored, but the substitute was not removed.

      

        

      
        LIAM

      

      

      My hands are steeped in blood and dirt. I’ve been working through the obstacle course we use for training for the past five hours, pretending that my life is at stake—because in some ways it is. I set every barrier to its highest point, every weight to its heaviest. I’m still alive, which means we really need to make it harder. Torn muscles ache everywhere in my body. I wipe the sweat and grit from my eyes.

      I started this afternoon, and the sun set a little while ago. Footsteps approach from the house. My senses are dulled by pain, which is the point.

      “Go the fuck away,” I tell Josh. He’s come to check on me every hour, offering water and energy bars and once, the use of his pistol. Finish the fucking job, if that’s what you want, he said. He should have given it to Elijah, who probably wouldn’t mind using it.

      “I might,” comes a feminine voice. Samantha. “I have some questions first.”

      I drag myself into a sitting position, leaning back against a 4x4 staked into the ground. The world tilts wildly until I close my eyes. Something nudges my hand. A bottle of water. I take a swallow, downing half the liquid before I take a breath.

      Samantha kneels in front of me, the way I did so often as she played the violin. She holds out something in her hand, her expression solemn. It’s a couple of ibuprofens. I stare at the pills, so innocuous and small, so ordinary when the world is shattering. I swallow them down and finish the rest of the water. “Thanks,” I say gruffly.

      “How did you know my father?” she says, her brown eyes as clear as I’ve ever seen them in the deepening night. “The real answer this time.”

      “I wasn’t friends with him,” I admit. “We hadn’t ever met.”

      She takes a seat a few feet away, her legs crossed. She’s wearing jeans and a T-shirt with her high school crest on it—which makes her look like a child. She isn’t a child anymore, but that doesn’t change what she is to me. Like the bird that fell from the nest before it could fly.

      “Go on,” she says.

      “He was a spy,” I say, my voice abrupt. Businesslike. Because this had been my business for so long. “He took money under the table from a few different countries, but mostly Russia. It was my job to identify men like that and then eliminate them. But sometimes we would wait. If they could be useful, we’d keep them around, let them lead us to even bigger targets.”

      Her eyes are troubled, though she doesn’t look particularly surprised. It’s as if I’m reminding her of something she already knew. Children are smart, even when they don’t know all the facts. They know what’s important. “That’s how you knew him? You were watching him?”

      “Those were my orders, except he started getting too erratic.”

      She’s quiet a moment. “So your team eliminated him?”

      “No, sweetheart. I did that.”

      A flinch. “You were just doing your job.”

      Even now she wants to make excuses for me. “My orders were to continue to watch him. They wanted to see what happened next. I already knew, and I wasn’t going to wait around. So I slipped a little something into his special dark roast coffee beans, the ones he guarded so fucking religiously that no one else could drink it.”

      Her eyes are wide. She knows what’s coming next. “The coffee.”

      She never drank coffee with me, not once. Only tea. Some part of her recognized the danger, even if she couldn’t remember why. “I didn’t know that a twelve-year-old little girl liked to sneak a sip of the stuff. Not until I found out she was in the hospital.”

      Tears fall down her cheeks. “That’s why I don’t remember.”

      “They didn’t put it together at the time. An old man dying of a heart attack. A young girl who’d seen it, passed out with memory loss from seeing something tragic. By the time anyone thought to investigate, he was cremated.”

      “Is that why you wanted custody of me?” she says, the words like venom, full of pain. “To make sure no one could run a blood test on me without your permission?”

      “Christ. No, Samantha. Any trace would be gone from your system.”

      “Then why?”

      “Because you deserved a hell of a lot better than a traitor for a father and a bastard for a brother.” I give a humorless laugh, knocking my head back against the splintery wood. “Do you know what I regret the most? Not killing him. I’m sorry I didn’t do it sooner. I had to watch him forget to feed you, forget to clothe you. I saw him leave you at the square in Leningrad while it was snowing, and you weren’t even wearing boots—I couldn’t call anyone to get you because it would prove he was being surveilled.”

      She listens to me speak and then gives a brief nod, as if our conversation is concluded. And I suppose it is. This is the only way it could end—with the truth.

      
        
        SAMANTHA

      

      

      In some ways the information about my father wasn’t a surprise. I may not have known the specifics, but I knew what kind of man he was. Loyalty wasn’t in his vocabulary. And if I had thought more about it—the money that would come and go. The way he’d buy me a new dress to attend a fancy dinner one week and then leave the pantry empty the next. Alistair Brooks was a desperate man. And I was his desperate daughter, so eager to believe that someone cared about me that I invented stories. If only I could play violin well enough, if I followed the rules hard enough. If I wanted it bad enough, there would be a father to love me.

      Growing up isn’t about learning something new. It’s about unlearning the fairy tales you believe as a child. Elijah offered to take me away from here, but I won’t put that between the brothers. Instead I call a cab and pack a single carry-on suitcase. A flight leaves Austin in a few hours that will take me to Chicago, and then on to Tanglewood. I can start my new life there, a little earlier than I had planned. I’m ready.

      I put my suitcase in the car and step into the back of the cab. The front door opens, and Liam strides toward me. Don’t ask me to stay, I beg him silently. I’m not sure I can say no. It’s not because I stopped loving him. I think I love him even more now, somehow, seeing him battered and broken against the obstacle course he built himself, beating himself against his own guilt. But he will never see me as a grown woman while I stay here. He will never accept me as an equal while I remain in his custody, if only in body and not spirit.

      The only choice is to leave, which means it’s not really a choice at all.

      His silhouette breaks from the house, and I realize he’s holding the violin. The Stradivarius. I hadn’t brought it with me. There are violins everywhere, and societies and museums would be happy to loan me a great one. It wouldn’t equal the Lady Tennant, but nothing would.

      “Why did you leave it behind?” he asks, his voice hoarse.

      “I wasn’t sure you’d want me to have it. After everything that happened.”

      His green eyes are lighter than I’ve ever seen them, almost see-through. This is the most he’s ever shown me of him—his past, his emotion. All it took was for me to leave.

      “Bullshit,” he says.

      “Fine. Maybe I wasn’t sure I still wanted it. After everything that happened.”

      “Take it. That is, if you want to play this violin, then I want you to have it.”

      I swallow hard and take the case, my fingers brushing his on the wooden handle.

      “And if you ever need me—” His voice breaks.

      “I know where to find you,” I finish for him.

      He shuts the door and slaps the top of the cab so we move forward. I watch my home disappear through my tears. Only when we get to the airport do I realize that it’s Josh driving the cab. “What the hell?” I say as he steps out to squint at a parking meter.

      “Do you have a quarter?” he says, digging through his pocket.

      With an exasperated sigh I reach into my jeans and find a dollar bill. He plucks it out of my hands. “Thanks. You have now officially hired North Security as your personal bodyguard.”

      I cross my arms. “Pretty sure that’s not legally binding.”

      “And I’m pretty sure Liam North would shit a brick before he ever let you leave without adequate protection. The guy in the Crown Vic may be dead, but someone else ordered the hit. You’re not safe until we neutralize them for good.”

      A rush of emotion wells in my throat. I know I need to leave Liam, but it hurts worse than anything I can imagine. I could turn Lady Tennant into firewood, and it still wouldn’t break my heart as much as this. A sob escapes me, and Josh’s face blurs into a thousand pointillism dots. Through the tears, I see him open his arms. I let him hold me as I break apart. He has the same build as Liam, the same coloring, and I feel close to the man I love—and so far away I’m not sure we’ll ever be able to cross the distance.

      
        
        LIAM

      

      

      I sit in the armchair in my office, the fire blazing. It can’t penetrate the chill. Samantha took any warmth from the house, and I don’t expect it to return.

      That doesn’t absolve me of my responsibility where she’s concerned.

      I should probably feel guilty about defiling a priceless violin with a micro-tracking device, but there is nothing I won’t do to keep her safe.

      Elijah enters the room, his face implacable. He wants to kick my ass, but it’s a testament to how terrible I look that he doesn’t bother.

      “You’re a bastard,” he says instead, no heat in his voice.

      “Are you more angry that I failed in protecting Samantha—or that I failed in protecting you?” I enlisted the day I turned eighteen, leaving my brothers behind. Josh was old enough to defend himself by then, at least. Elijah had no such power. It took years before I had the money and the strength to return home to get him out of there.

      “You didn’t fail,” he says. “That’s not giving Samantha enough credit.”

      No, she became a strong woman with fierce loyalty. No thanks to me. I don’t expect I’ll ever get to touch her again. Won’t get to see her except from afar. But I can damn well protect her. “A drug lord?”

      A humorless smile. “That was an unexpected detour.”

      “Christ, Elijah.”

      “We found the target and confirmed his identity.”

      I flip through the pages in a manila folder, proof that one Kimberly Cox never actually existed. She has a convincing portfolio of freelance articles, an apartment in Brooklyn, a 401K. She had a contract with Classical Notes to interview the performers on tour.

      Except that she’s not a real person.

      The woman who came to our house that day was a fraud.

      “Did he make you?” I ask.

      “Negative, but he knows someone’s after him.”

      A few months ago I heard whispers that Alistair Brooks survived the assassination.

      I sent the Red Team to find out if the whispers were true. And then a reporter shows up asking questions about her background. Quite a coincidence. That had been enough to make me concerned. I stepped up her security detail quietly, making sure one of the men was always nearby.

      Josh will keep her safe while I find the traitorous fucker and finish the job.

      She’ll be safe once and for all—and she won’t ever have to know that the man who ordered the hit was her father.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Thank you so much for reading OVERTURE!

      I hope you love Liam and Samantha. Find out what happens when Samantha goes on tour in CONCERTO, and Liam learns he can’t live without her.

      The spotlight lands on Samantha Brooks. Years of practice build to the opening night of a global tour. She plays her heart out, but there are darker forces underneath the stage.

      There are eyes watching from the wings.

      Liam North fights to keep her safe with every weapon he owns. She’s his greatest pride—and his greatest weakness. The danger comes from somewhere no one expected. Betrayal threatens to destroy everything he’s built. His business. His family. His life.

      When the curtain falls, only one of them will be left standing.

      ONE CLICK CONCERTO NOW >
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      Wanted: Personal Buffer

      Often snarly, workaholic executive seeks “buffer” from annoying outside distractions AKA people. Free spirits with personal boundary issues, excessive quirks, or general squeamishness need not apply. Salary negotiable. Confidentiality required.

      Workaholic billionaire Sawyer Carlyle may have joked he needed a buffer from their marriage-obsessed mom, but he didn’t need a waiting room filled with candidates to further distract him. (Thanks, bro.) But when a sexy job applicant shooes his mom and the socialite in tow out of his office, Sawyer sees the genius of the plan. And the woman. In fact, Miss Clover Lee might just get the fastest promotion in history, from buffer to fake fiancé...

      This free-spirit might look like hot sunshine and lickable rainbows, but she negotiates like a pitbull. Before Sawyer knows what hit him, he’s agreed to give up Friday nights for reality tv, his Saturdays for flea markets (why buy junk still baffles him), his Tuesdays and Thursdays for date nights (aka panty-losing opportunities if he plays his cards right). And now she wants lavender bath salts and tulips delivered every Monday?

      Yup, she’s just screwing with him. Good thing she’s got this non-negotiatable six-weeks-and-she’s-gone rule or Sawyer may have just met this match..
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      “I’m going to kill you, Hudson. Slowly. With a spoon.”

      Sawyer Carlyle paced the five feet between his desk and the seating area in his office at the top floor of Carlyle Tower. Usually his office was his sanctuary with its cool, crisp, modern furniture and floor-to-ceiling windows that overlooked Harbor City, but today it was his hiding place.

      When his executive secretary Amara Grant had buzzed him about the first mystery job candidate, he’d been confused. By the time the tenth had arrived, he knew his brother had set him up.

      “You can’t kill me. And you’d better stop quoting shit movies or I’ll tell the world you enjoy chick flicks,” Hudson said, his laughter coming through loud and clear on the speaker phone. “Anyway, you need me. I’m the only person who can distract Mom from her mission.”

      Oh yes. Operation Marry Sawyer Off. Helene Carlyle had come out of a three-year mourning period for their father with one thing—and only one thing—on her mind: finding the perfect wife for her eldest son. How Hudson had managed to miss out on all the fun was beyond Sawyer, but Mom had doubled down on her firstborn. So far all of the candidates had been slightly different versions of the same person. Old money. No personality. Always said the right things and played the Harbor City high society game. Plus, each of them had that strained, slightly pained look of someone forever holding in a fart. It was all the fake shit that Sawyer really didn’t have time for if he was going to keep Carlyle Enterprises growing while the international construction boom imploded.

      He stopped in front of his desk, the ridiculous ad Hudson had sent out everywhere was open on his computer screen.

      WANTED: PERSONAL BUFFER

      Often snarly, workaholic, demanding executive seeks short-term “buffer” from annoying outside distractions AKA people. Free spirits with personal boundary issues, excessive quirks, or general squeamishness need not apply. 24/7 avail req’d. Salary negotiable. Confidentiality required.

      Snarly. Workaholic. Demanding. So what? He was who he was and he wasn’t about to apologize for it.

      Sawyer drummed his fingers on the top of his desk, empty of a single item except his computer monitor, wireless mouse, and the phone. “This damn ad is a joke.”

      “Still, you have an entire anteroom full of candidates I’ve already pre-screened to not cry at your first snarl, so stop your bitching.”

      Sawyer wasn’t “grumpy.” He was busy. Did no one understand the difference?

      He pivoted and stared out the windows at the expansive view. He could point out the Carlyle Enterprises’ high-rises with barely a glance. It was the same in cities all over the globe. Their father, Michael, had made his mark, and now it was up to Sawyer not to tarnish the old man’s memory. In today’s market that was no easy feat, and it hadn’t been one he’d expected to take on quite so soon.

      At thirty-two, he was the youngest Carlyle to ever head the family business founded four generations before. He’d trade that distinction for having his dad back in a heartbeat. “I never asked for this.”

      “Actually, you did,” Hudson said, misunderstanding Sawyer’s declaration. “I believe it was after Mom cornered you with three potential wives at the museum fundraiser. And as all good little brothers should do in such a situation, I helped you escape, got you drunk, and then let you pour out your soul to me. You’re the one who told me you needed a buffer from Mom.”

      The joke about a personal buffer had been funnier when Sawyer had been holding a half-empty bottle of Scotch.

      “So after years of ignoring everything your big brother has ever told you in your entire life, you picked this as the one thing to pay attention to?” Sawyer shoved his fingers through his thick hair and turned back to face the phone as if Hudson could see his scowl. “All I wanted was for you to run interference and steer some of the candidates away from me and into your bed.”

      “Since ninety-nine percent of everything that comes out of your mouth is all about the company, the fact that I ignore most of what you say shouldn’t be a shock. Anyway, I thought the ad was pretty damn funny.”

      “You would.” His brother, the comedian.

      “So what are you going to do?”

      Sawyer glanced up at the closed double doors, beyond which lay Amara’s domain of the outer office. “Send them home.”

      “Without even considering the idea of having your own buffer?” Hudson asked. “Come on. You and I both know what you’d really like is to not have to do anything but focus on the love of your life: Carlyle Enterprises.”

      A buffer. It was idiotic. He scared off most people just fine on his own. Well, everyone but their mother. She wasn’t about to get mowed over by him or thrown off her game by his surly attitude. Helene Carlyle was every bit as used to getting her way as he was. It made for some interesting Thanksgiving dinners.

      “I should make you be the one to tell the people out there that there’s no job. It would serve you right.”

      “No such luck, big brother. I’m at the cabin.”

      Sawyer should have known. Hudson preferred his private cabin—which no one had ever been invited to visit—over everything. He may have an office in Carlyle Towers, but that didn’t mean he used it any more than he had to. “It’s a Thursday.”

      “Unlike you,” Hudson said with a lazy drawl, “I know when to take a break and enjoy all the beauty the world has to offer.”

      “What’s her name this time?”

      “Who says there’s only one?”

      Sawyer laughed despite himself. His brother was set in his ways just as much as Sawyer was. “You’re hopeless.”

      “No, I just know how to take time to smell the roses.”

      “That’s a bad habit you’ll have to give up one of these days.”

      “Spoken like a man who can’t see the trees for the forest.”

      “That’s supposed to go the other way around.”

      “Not in your case.”

      So what if he was a big-picture man? That big picture wasn’t just the best view, it was the only view that mattered. “Hudson, you’re a pain in my ass.”

      “Right back at you. Good luck tonight.”

      An itchy dread about something he almost remembered scratched the back of his neck. He swiped right on his monitor and his calendar popped up. Below the notes about the Singapore deal he was in negotiation about was a notation that the Harbor City General Gala was at eight. They were naming the hospital’s new heart center after his dad. The cardiologists and surgeons had done everything they could to help save Michael Carlyle, but they hadn’t been able to. They were amazing physicians and nurses, and they deserved the state-of-the-art equipment and space.

      “Damn,” he said, ignoring the tightness that squeezed his chest whenever he thought about his dad. “I’d blocked it out of my mind.”

      “Don’t worry about bringing a date,” Hudson teased. “I’m sure Mom will have two or three all lined up for you there.”

      With that final dig, his brother hung up and the sound of the dial tone filled Sawyer’s office, bouncing off the unadorned metal and glass surfaces. He hit the end call button and took another look out at the city at his feet before crossing over to the door to do what needed to be done—tell everyone to go home because there was no job.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Clover Lee was in the wrong place. She had to be.

      The office at the top of Carlyle Tower was filled with the kind of huge guys in dark suits who either protected you from the bad guy’s muscle men or actually were the bad guy’s muscle men. Their gazes had slid toward her as soon as she’d stepped off the elevator, completed a quick up and down threat assessment, and then turned away, letting identical blank looks slide into place.

      Remember why you’re here, girl.

      Because every day was an adventure and most poor suckers were stuck on the couch with a bag of plain chips—but not her. Adventure. Romance. New places. Interesting people. Fun. Thrills. Chills. Beauty. Agony. Ecstasy. Lust. Love… Well, not that last one—because who wants to settle down?—but give her a big old double order of the rest with extra-large fries on the side. So when she’d spotted that weird ad for a personal buffer, it was just the thing to catch her attention—and fund her next adventure.

      Yes. That was exactly why she was here. Lifting her chin, she pressed forward into the sea of testosterone and intimidation to an African-American woman in a conservative black suit sitting at the only desk in the room. She didn’t even bother to look up when Clover stopped in front of her desk. The nameplate on the desk read Amara Grant, Executive Assistant.

      “Good morning, Ms. Grant. I’m here for the buffer interview.”

      “Another one?” The woman sighed, but her long fingers never missed a beat as they flew across her keyboard. “Okay, take a seat if you can find one.” She motioned with her chin toward the general area of the crowded office.

      Someone must have brought in extra chairs to accommodate all the warm bodies. It was the best explanation Clover could come up with for the mishmash of sturdy leather club seats and ordinary rolling office chairs lining the walls. The only available option for Clover was a chair with a purple seat squeezed between two men who each looked like they could bench press a bus.

      In for a penny, in for a squashed seat.

      She crossed over to the empty chair. “Excuse me,” she said to the two men.

      The men made noncommittal grunts but shifted over.

      Quickly sitting down, she clutched her purse to her lap and took in a deep breath, while she scoped out the competition. The suits and hair color may vary from man to man, but there was a sense of sameness radiating from them—a uniform toughness. If she was trying to sneak her way past any of them to annoy Sawyer Carlyle, they’d beat her back like a fly.

      While that was an awesome talent to have, it wasn’t in Clover’s arsenal. The initial interview with Hudson Carlyle had assured her the position was not one requiring brawn. In fact, he’d suggested a clever mind was best suited for this job. Keeping that in mind, she tried to come up with something that would make her stand out for more than just being a five-foot-five chick with a Hello Kitty tattoo on her ass. God knew her resume wasn’t going to do it.

      She’d done time as a snake milker—don’t ask; smiled for pictures as a paid bridesmaid—bridezillas, she’d known a few; bellied up to the table as a dog food taster—think stale crackers with a funky aftertaste; learned the true benefit of good arch support as a professional line stander—always in the rain or the cold or the blazing heat; and distilled the mysteries of the universe as a fortune cookie writer. Clover had done it all to pay the bills, have some excellent adventures, and stay as far away from the small town of Sparksville as possible. However, up until a few days ago, she’d never even heard of a personal buffer.

      Ideas swarmed to the forefront. She could play up her adventures as being international experiences in non-familiar surroundings. She worked well with others. She was loyal, determined and—she took a look around at the men in black, the executive secretary who looked like she pitied the fool who’d even try to fuck up her day, and the huge double doors opposite the elevator that were shut tight—totally out of her depth.

      Anxiety unleashed an invisible hand that squeezed her lungs and made it hard to take in a full breath. Shit. Nothing good ever happened when she got nervous. That’s when her mouth went into verbal vomit mode. She closed her eyes and took in another deep breath.

      If anyone is out there listening, please let me just get through this interview. I really need this job. The clock is ticking on Australia.

      The click of a door opening snapped Clover out of her mini-panic attack, and she opened her eyes.

      Sawyer Carlyle stood in the middle of the open doorway to his office. Her Google image search hadn’t done the man justice.

      The whole package was…wow. He was over six feet tall and muscular, enough so that the other men in the room didn’t look quite as intimidating. Or maybe it was the way he held himself—so sure and borderline cocky—that made everyone else fade a little bit into the background. The sexy package was completed by a dark pair of designer glasses, slightly overly long brown hair that he brushed to the side, and a dimple right in the middle of his chin. He looked over the room, his gaze went past her and then jerked to a stop before rewinding and dropping down the necessary foot from the mountains sitting on either side to her face. One of his dark eyebrows went up over the black frame of his glasses. The corner of his full mouth curled up for a fraction of a second before melting back into a firm, straight line. His focus moved on to the man on her left and kept going.

      The heat coiling in her stomach lingered long enough to practically shout: you’re in danger girl! before cooling off once the intensity of his gaze had passed her by.

      “Gentlemen.” Sawyer paused, his attention zipping back to her. “And lady. It seems there’s been some confusion—”

      The elevator whooshed open at that moment, and a tall woman in her late fifties walked out as regal as any queen flanked by two women perfect enough to be on the cover of a fashion magazine. Suddenly, the elastic hair tie looped around the button of Clover’s borrowed interview pants, giving them an extra inch of breathing room, became even more pathetic. One of the tall, lithe model-types stood inside the open doors, blocking them from closing. The other sashayed out into the office with the older woman.

      “Sawyer, you’re not putting me off again,” the obvious ring leader said, her cultured tone sounding of exclusive clubs and vacations in the Hamptons. “We have lunch scheduled at Filipe’s. I’m sure whatever you have planned can wait. You can’t take over the world on an empty stomach, after all.”

      He sighed. “Lunch is not in my schedule.”

      The woman didn’t give an inch. “I won’t take no for an answer.”

      Sawyer tapped his middle finger against his thumb as he dipped his chin and rolled his head from one shoulder to the other. It was obvious he didn’t want to go but for whatever reason couldn’t come right out and say it.

      No one moved. The other buffer candidates didn’t do anything.

      This was it.

      If Clover was going to stand out in a good way, she needed to do it now. She stood and took several steps toward the trio of women and pasted on her best don’t-fuck-with-me-and-I-won’t-fuck-with-you smile.

      “Excuse me, ma’am, but it’s obvious Mr. Carlyle is too much of a gentleman to say outright he’s not interested in a foursome with you guys and”—she dropped her voice to a stage whisper—“to be totally honest, you seem a little too old for him.”

      The man in question let out something that sounded like an elephant snorting while giving birth. Not that she knew what that sound was like, but it was the best her brain came up with for translating the half-pained, half-surprised noise with a little bit of laughter mixed in. Pushing back the thought, she kept her attention on the older woman who’d turned her ice-cold glare toward Clover.

      “So please let me be clear,” Clover continued. “You don’t build a company of Carlyle Enterprise’s prestige by spending your days dallying with women more likely to cry over the loss of a nail than flooding in the Yangtze River, so shoo before I call security. Mr. Carlyle’s schedule is jam-packed today, but do call ahead next time you want to ‘do lunch.’”

      “And who exactly do you think you are?” the other woman asked, each word enunciated with crisp, clinical disapproval.

      “Just exactly who I am.” She smiled with as much warmth as the other woman’s voice. “Clover Lee.”

      The woman blinked, looked at Sawyer, and then turned her focus back to Clover. “Are you saying,” the woman started, each word coming out slow and distinct as if she was pissed as hell but too classy to yell, “that my son would rather work than go have lunch with his mother?”

      Son? Son? SON?!?

      Oh shit.

      This was why Clover shouldn’t get anxious. Only bad things happened when she let her nerves get the best of her. She needed to say something. She needed to apologize. She needed to find a hole big enough to swallow her completely.

      She couldn’t get a single word out.

      The woman’s mouth—Sawyer Carlyle’s mother’s mouth—twisted up and her eyes narrowed, but her freezer-burn level stare moved away from Clover and onto her son. “Sawyer, this is not over.”

      Without another word, one of the most powerful women in Harbor City high society whirled around and joined the woman still holding open the elevator doors.

      “Analisa, let’s leave Sawyer and his…person to their ‘jam-packed’ schedule,” she said.

      The woman who’d walked into the office with Mrs. Carlyle gave Sawyer a sexy wink and then joined the other two. Maybe it was the woman’s sky-high heels. Maybe it was just her natural gait. Whatever it was, the slow roll of her hips as she strolled back onto the elevator snagged the attention of everyone in the office, even Amara stopped typing long enough to look up and shake her head.

      The quiet hum of panic-tinged white noise buzzed in Clover’s ears as the elevator doors closed and took the trio of women down the sixty-three floors to the lobby. Heat beat at her cheeks. The agony of oh-hell-what-did-I-do-now was a brick in her stomach.

      She turned to face Sawyer, who still stood in the middle of his open doors, staring at her as though she were an alien and he wasn’t sure what to do with her. She really hoped he chose to send ET home instead of dissection or worse. “That was your mother?”

      Wow. Ah-mazing conversational skills there, Clover.

      Sawyer nodded and started toward her, his long legs eating up the space between them. “Uh-huh.” His gaze was still firmly fixed on her, and his expression said it all. Dissection or worse.

      She swallowed hard, the sound echoing in the office Clover now realized was intensely quiet. Even Amara had stopped typing and was staring at Clover like she was a bunny trapped in the corner and about to die.

      “So I’m totally fired before I even start, right?” She offered a wobbly grin, but he didn’t seem to get the joke. Who needed Australia? Surely the endangered Rock Wallabies that she would have been helping could save themselves. “Okay then, have a great life and good luck with the whole pissed-off-mom thing.”

      He stopped just out of arm’s reach, his hazel eyes seemed softer up close and held a hint of curiosity behind his glasses as if she were a puzzle he was determined to solve. “Well, that’s a new one.”

      “What? Gotten fired before they were hired?” She let out a strangled laugh. “Oh yeah. It’s happened to me a bunch. There was this one time when I was applying at a weight loss call center when I told the woman on the phone that she was perfect just the way she was and the supervisor lost his—”

      “No.” He shook his head. “No one’s ever gotten my mom to retreat.”

      “I’m sure you’re exaggerating.” She gulped and tightened her grip on her purse strap as she scurried backward, slapping her hand behind her in an effort to hit the elevator call button. “I’ll be off then. Have fun picking out a much less mouthy buffer.”

      Finally, she made contact and pressed the heel of her hand against the button. Now was when she should have turned around, faced the closed elevator doors, and pretended that no one was behind her while she waited for-ev-er for the elevator to make its way back up to the top floor. But she couldn’t. It wasn’t that it would be rude—God knew she’d just proved her ability to fly right past rude and sail into verboten territory. It was because of him.

      Sawyer Carlyle might be dressed in a suit, the cost of which would finance her adventure in Australia and about a dozen others, but that didn’t mean he was civilized. Nope. Something in his intense hazel gaze promised other things, dangerous things, too-bad-to-be-good-but-I-don’t-care things.

      He reached her side in a few determined strides, but this time he didn’t stop outside of touching distance. Instead, he slid his hand across the small of her back, sending a meteor shower of sparks across her skin, lighting her up from the inside out.

      “Amara, please clear my calendar for the next hour.” He marched forward, the force of his hand taking her with him, as he strode toward his office. “Gentlemen, thank you for your time, but I’m afraid the position has been filled.”

      Filled? Oh God, what had she done?
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      Sawyer didn’t know what to do next. It was an unusual feeling. Normally, he always had a plan—that was the benefit of being a big-picture kind of guy. If one approach didn’t work, it didn’t matter because as long as he reached his goal, how he got there didn’t matter.

      He flexed his hand as he walked around his desk and sat down, needing something to do with the hand that had rested on the small of her back so he wouldn’t be tempted to touch her again. He wasn’t a stranger to beautiful women, but the woman sitting in the guest chair scoping out his office wasn’t someone he’d put in that category—at least not in that suit.

      The jacket was boxy and ill-fitting. The pants pooled at her ankles as if they were meant to be worn with much less sensible shoes than the nip of a heel attached to her dull black pair. Her hair was a soft, golden blond that was straight and styled parted down the middle. Her makeup was minimal, a light pink lipstick and maybe a little something around the eyes. Those eyes, though. Big, brown, and laughing. At him? Maybe. Definitely at the situation. It was unusual to say the least.

      He’d just hired a woman for a job that hadn’t existed until a few minutes ago, and he didn’t even know her name.

      He grabbed ahold of that fact like it was a cold beer on a hot August night—the solution to all of life’s uncertainty. “Let’s start with your name.”

      She stood up from the guest chair and extended a hand over his desk. “Clover Lee.”

      On automatic pilot, he reached out and shook her hand. There it was, that little zap of something extra again, and he promptly let go. “Clover?”

      “Legally, it’s Jane,” she grimaced and sat back down, flexing her fingers as if she’d felt the shock, too. “But no one calls me that. My mom is very stuck in her boring small-town ways out in Sparksville. I mean our dog is named Spot, for God’s sake—and not ironically. So I guess I should be glad to be just plain Jane and not—”

      “Do you have any experience as a personal buffer…Miss Lee?” he broke in, sensing she could continue for days with tales of “boring” Sparksville.

      “No, but I am a fast learner and have an extensive international background.” She reached into her purse and pulled out a single sheet of paper and handed it to him.

      Scanning the sheet, things began to fall into place. Not-a-plain-Jane Clover Lee had an obvious aversion to consistent employment.

      She jumped from one temporary job to another almost as if each one was just an excuse to get to the next. She’d gone from weird odd jobs stateside to teaching English in Thailand or helping organize small business cooperatives in Ghana and then bounced back to the U.S. for another round of jobs he’d had no idea existed. Her resume couldn’t be more unlike what was expected of the well-heeled Harbor City elite if she’d tried. That’s what had thrown off his mom and probably him as well—she personified the unexpected. It might just be what he needed for something as ridiculous as a “personal buffer.”

      He set the resume aside, the single sheet breaking up the clean lines of his otherwise spotless desk. “What are your salary requirements?”

      Her cheeks turned a soft shade of pink, but she didn’t drop eye contact. “The other Mr. Carlyle spoke of a range, and I believe I’d be at the high end of that number. Ten thousand for six weeks of work, after that I’m gone.”

      He laughed—a rusty bark of a sound that made her eyes go wide. That he, by himself, was worth almost a billion and the company worth a hundred times that didn’t factor into this. He had started out his life at Carlyle Enterprises negotiating with union bosses who were little more than mob henchmen before eventually moving on to brokering deals worth the GDP of small countries. Ten grand? It wasn’t much, but that was never the point of talking money when putting together an agreement. Winning was. If he didn’t have that, then that grand “big picture” vision started to waver, and he wasn’t about to let that happen.

      Relaxing against the back of his chair, he let his lips curl into a patronizing smile. “That’s a lot of money.”

      “It’s Harbor City.” Her pointed chin went up an inch. “It’s an expensive place, and this is a twenty-four hour, seven days a week demanding job—your ad said so.”

      Mark that as another reason to smack Hudson upside the head. “Why a month and a half?”

      “I have a prior commitment,” she said.

      “Looking at your resume, it could be anything from a golf ball diver to a mattress tester.” His cock gave a happy twitch at the mental image of her out of that hideous suit and spread out on his king-size bed. Why had his brain gone there? Because it wasn’t your brain thinking, dumbass.

      Her smile grew until she practically radiated sunshine. “I’m leaving for Australia.”

      “What’s in Australia?” And why the hell did he want to know? If he kept getting distracted and couldn’t come up with a plan to submarine his mom’s marriage schemes, then he needed to reevaluate his negotiating abilities.

      “Endangered Rock Wallabies,” she responded as if that answered anything.

      A thousand more questions popped to the forefront, but becoming fascinated by his personal buffer was not on the agenda. “Five thousand.”

      Her smile changed. It didn’t dim with disappointment, it developed an unexpected mercenary edge. “Nine point five.”

      Silence was a negotiator’s best weapon and he unsheathed it, wielding it with the ease of years of practice. Most people broke only a minute or two in. The soundlessness made most nervous, it made the doubts in their heads louder. But once again, Clover proved she wasn’t most people. She sat straight in the steel-gray club chair across from his desk, her hands folded in her lap and her legs crossed at the ankle. Put her in different clothes and she’d look like a debutante sitting for her portrait, confident she was about to take over the world. 

      Clover leaned forward as though about to speak, and Sawyer knew he had her. She’d probably counter at seven and they’d end at $5,500. Not too bad a price to pay for someone capable of keeping his mom at bay.

      “I can see working with you is going to be very demanding and, after meeting your mother, a serious challenge. Twelve.” One side of her mouth lifted, and he had the gut-sinking suspicion that he’d just walked into a trap. “Final offer.”

      What the…?

      Sawyer couldn’t remember the last time someone had surprised him in a negotiation. Or won. Doubling down, he leaned forward and placed his elbows on the desk. No way was he going to lose. She had to be bluffing. “Six thousand. Final offer.”

      She let out a lengthy sigh and stood up. “And now you’re showing that you’re just as difficult to work with as your mother. Fifteen thousand or you’d better get used to boring lunches discussing the latest fashions.”

      Sawyer blinked. And for the first time ever, he had no idea how to respond in a negotiation. Maybe she actually would be worth the money if she maneuvered his mother as expertly as she bargained. She started to reach for her purse as though to leave, and he knew he’d lost. “Sit down, Ms. Lee. I believe we have a deal.”

      “Agreed.” A self-satisfied smile tipped her lips upward as she sat back down. “One last thing, I’ll need to be an independent contractor not an employee.”

      “Why?” he asked before he could stop himself, still trying to catch up to the fact that he’d just been out-negotiated by a woman who’d earned a living bouncing from one ridiculous job to another.

      Her steady gaze skittered away to the left before snapping back to him. “I don’t like being tied down.”

      A lie or too much of the truth? It shouldn’t matter, but for some reason it did. “That explains your resume.”

      Up went her stubborn chin. “Is there a document outlining my job duties?”

      “There will be.” With a few taps and swipes on his monitor, he opened up a new document and then pulled out the shelf hidden into the frame of his desk where he kept his wireless keyboard. “Obviously you’ll need to be available 24/7.” He typed it out in bullet points. Fast. Efficient. Concise. “When you’re not acting as my buffer, you can help Amara with overflow work.”

      “Why do you need a buffer?” she asked, grabbing the heavy chair by its arms and scooting it closer while she was still sitting in it. “Is your mom really that bad?”

      His fingers faltered for a second and his mind went blank before the ingrained training fell into place. The first lesson in growing up as one of Harbor City’s elite was that no one talked openly about anything that could even tangentially be considered unpleasant.

      “No.” He resumed typing out office tasks such as data backups and scheduling. “She’s wonderful. She’s just a little obsessed with marrying me off.”

      Why did he say that? What was going to come out next? That his first crush had been his brother’s math tutor?

      Clover leaned in close, as if exchanging this kind of personal information was the same as asking about the weather. “And you’re not the marrying kind?”

      He pulled at his tie, his collar suddenly tighter than it had been a few minutes ago. “No. I’m the working kind.” Glancing down at her resume, her international experience caught his attention. “Do you speak other languages?”

      She nodded, gliding her fingers across his bare desk as if she was unconsciously searching for something to fidget with. “I can speak Spanish, French, passable Mandarin, passable Thai, and Malay.”

      A lightbulb went off. “As in the Malay spoken in Singapore?”

      “Yep, I just got back a week ago from six months there teaching English.”

      Negotiations for the deal in Pulau Ujong, Singapore’s largest island and the home to most of its population, had stalled with Mr. Lim. Bringing in someone more familiar with the culture and the language might just be what he needed to get to an agreement.

      “I’m working to close a deal right now to build a trio of high-rises in Singapore,” he said. “Your insight may be valuable, but mostly I’ll need you for social events and at the office as backup for Amara.”

      “She can’t send away your mom?” Clover asked.

      He snorted. “Amara can do just about anything, but my mom mows her over. Mom convinced my dad to hire Amara years ago even though she had zero training or experience, and so Amara has a soft spot for her.”

      “Why can’t you tell your mom to leave you alone?” she pressed.

      God. How many times had he asked himself that same question since she’d started her Marry Off Sawyer campaign? More than he had dollars in the bank. But facing down Helene Carlyle wasn’t about being louder or more stubborn or blowing her off. Like mother like son, that approach just made both of them dig in deeper. Working around the force of will that was his mother took charm and finesse, something Sawyer had in very limited supply, if any at all. Plus, she was his mom, and you didn’t have to be Catholic to have the guilt that came along with disappointing your own mother.

      “You met her for about two minutes.” He hit print on the document. The list of job tasks would be waiting for Clover in the outer office as soon as she walked out the doors. “I’ve known her my whole life. When the woman has the bit between her teeth, it takes a helluva lot to dissuade her. I just need some time to come up with a way to do that. Six weeks sounds just about right.” He stood, needing movement to shove back the uncomfortable questions Clover raised. “Amara will show you to HR so you can fill out all the necessary forms and sign the nondisclosure agreement.” A discreet beep sounded from his monitor’s speaker, and a reminder for tonight’s gala popped up on the screen. “Damn.”

      “Problem?” Clover asked, peeking around the edge of his monitor as if that wasn’t intrusive at all.

      “I’ll need you to attend the Harbor City General Charity Gala with me tonight.” There was no way he was facing his mom alone after what had gone down today.

      Clover jerked upright, her eyes wide. “Tonight?”

      “I’ll pick you up at seven.” Gut tightening, he strode to his office door and opened it. “Be sure to leave your home address with Amara.”

      Clover walked past him, muttering something he couldn’t quite make out. He should have shut the door as soon as she passed through, but he didn’t. Instead, he watched her turn that bright smile on Amara and wondered what in the hell Hudson had just gotten him into.
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      Hands on her hips, head cocked to one side and chewing her bottom lip to the point of pain, Clover stared into the open doors of her small closet and tried to imagine anything inside as being appropriate for a big deal event like the Harbor City General Hospital Gala. Build a house for Habitat for Humanity? She had something to wear for that. A week in the desert working on an oral history of a native tribe? Yep, she had it covered. A party with Harbor City’s richest and snobbiest? That was going to take some creativity.

      For that, she needed Daphne. Clover did a quick mental calculation. Her best friend was an airline attendant and in Portland tonight. So that meant it was still early. What the hell, it was worth a try. Clover grabbed her phone.

      Clover: BFF SOS

      Daphne: What up?

      Clover: Have to go to a charity fundraiser ball thing. What to wear?

      Daphne: 1. Awesome! 2. Ummmmmmm…diamonds?

      Clover: Funny, you hag.

      Daphne: It’s why you love me. My closet is yours.

      Clover: You’re the best.

      Daphne: LOL. Tell me in person tom morn when I get back to HC

      Clover: xoxo

      Daphne: :)

      After a quick check at the clock, Clover hustled into Daphne’s room in the apartment they’d shared since graduating college. She slid over the bright and patterned hangers to the dark and rarely worn section in the back and pulled out a pair of wine-colored cigarette pants. Okay, she had at least ten pounds on Daphne, but as long as she could still button them then they were something she could build off of. She pivoted and held them out in front of her. One look at her reflection was all the nope she needed.

      It shouldn’t matter. It wasn’t like she cared what other people thought about her, but it was hard to remember that she was a different person from that awkward small-town girl who years ago had walked into Harbor City University for the first time overwhelmed, scared, and beyond out of her depth. Thank God her dorm roommate turned out to be Daphne. If it hadn’t been for her, Clover might have tucked tail and run back home where it was safe, and that would’ve been the worst thing ever. Daphne had helped her become Clover in more than nickname only.

      She went back to Daphne’s closet and started flipping through the hangers again. If only she could call her mom for a little mother/daughter advice chat. She even went so far as to reach for her phone before drawing back her hand without ever touching her cell. Nope. Her mom would have too many questions.

      Have you met someone you like?

      When are you going to settle down?

      What about that one boy from that one trip? He seemed nice.

      It would be a why-do-you-make-such-poor-life-choices and why-don’t-I-have-grandbabies-yet guilt fest from the get-go, just like every time they talked. She was so not in the mood for that. Anyway, her mom would probably tell her to do some tired Audrey Hepburn pearls and a little black dress thing—nothing imaginative, nothing fun. If Clover was anything, it was the total opposite of that, which is why she’d left Sparksville in the first place. It was also exactly why she and her mom rarely got along anymore. All her mom wanted was a mini-me Stepford wife clone. All Clover wanted was to forge her own adventurous way.

      Having reached the end of the line when it came to Daphne’s closet, Clover started shoving hangers back down the way she’d already come, hopeful she’d missed something fabulous.

      An hour later Clover’s bed was covered in piles of black, gold, hot pink, white, and red full-length dresses and long skirts that had been pulled from hers and Daphne’s closets. She’d tried them all on. Some were too small. Others were just laughably wrong on her. Sawyer was going to be here any minute and Clover stood in the middle of her room in bare feet, a sports bra, hair in a high ponytail, and Daphne’s floor-length, simple black chiffon skirt.

      Clover did a quick spin in front of the mirror to watch the skirt twirl. After spending the last hour changing clothes with the seriousness of a woman facing the guillotine, she had to do something just for fun. She was halfway through the turn—her reflection a blur in the mirror—when the idea hit.

      She sprinted over to her dresser, yanked open the top drawer and pulled out a sequined black racerback crop top. After nearly dislocating her shoulder wriggling out of the sports bra from hell, she put on an equally uncomfortable strapless bra and slipped on the top. It came to rest at the bottom of her rib cage, showing off the three inches of pale skin above the skirt’s waistband. A pair of strappy designer-knockoff black stilettos and a pair of chandelier earrings with sparkling fake emeralds completed the look.

      One look in the mirror and Clover’s nerves evaporated into mist. The outfit wasn’t Harbor City socialite material, but neither was she—and thank God for that. She grabbed her phone, snapped a selfie, and sent it to Daphne.

      Daphne: OMG yes!!!

      Clover: You really think?

      Daphne: Fuck yes. You slay! Hate missing this.

      Clover: Miss you, too. Catch up tomorrow?

      Daphne: Hells yes. Croissants and coffee on me.

      Clover’s phone vibrated in her hand.

      The number that flashed on the screen was the one Amara had given her for Sawyer. The text read: Now.

      Clover: Gotta go.

      Daphne: Kill ’em with hotness!

      Clover: xoxo

      Hustling as quick as she could in the steep heels, Clover dropped her phone and her lipstick into a little purse as she quick-stepped it to the door. She paused at the front door long enough to take in a deep breath, steel her spine, and give herself a ten-second pep talk.

      You’re there to do your job. Don’t let all the rich bitches scare you.

      With that, she opened the door and hurried out into the evening and toward the ebony Town Car double parked in front of her building.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Sawyer scrolled through email on his phone while he cooled his heels in the backseat of his chauffeured car. Still no response from Mr. Lim about the tweaked proposal he’d sent last week. Something was wrong—that Sawyer couldn’t pinpoint the problem made him twitch. Deals like this one didn’t come along every day, and Sawyer wasn’t about to miss out on it. Whatever it took, he was going to land it.

      “Sir,” his driver said. “I believe your date has arrived.”

      “She’s not my date, Linus. She’s—” He looked out the window and the next words died on his tongue.

      Clover stood at the top of the steps leading to the door of the brownstone, looking very much like a very not plain Jane. The sequins on her black top that molded itself against her high curves sparkled in the setting sun’s light, showering the bare slash of toned skin above her waistband in dots of light. The sight drew his attention like a tractor beam. The filmy skirt that fell from her waist to the ground teased at what was underneath as she sailed down the stairs, all smooth sex appeal and tempting promise. Even her hair tantalized—a long, golden silk rope of a ponytail that his fingers itched to either take down or wrap around his fist as he—

      Fuck, Carlyle. Get your shit together. You do not get to go there. She may not be technically an employee, but she’s still off-limits. Very. Off. Limits.

      “Yeah, tell that to my cock,” he muttered to himself as he pushed open the car door and stepped out onto the sidewalk just as Linus was rounding the front of the Town Car to hold open the door. The driver arched an eyebrow at Sawyer’s break in a long-established protocol but kept the rest of his face bland and unreadable.

      It was enough though. Sawyer ground his teeth together, determined to pull back from whatever brink he was toeing.

      “Jane…”

      Her smile lost some of its wattage as she crossed her arms and popped out one hip, the move emphasizing the fullness of her tits and the soft curve of her waist. His brain fizzled—a condition he was beginning to worry wouldn’t fix itself as long as he kept wondering what the exposed bare expanse of her stomach would feel like under his fingers.

      “Clover,” she said.

      “Yes, Clover,” he said, trying to restart the synapses in his brain, which was a lot easier said than done when he was this close to her. “Did you need some more time to finish getting ready?”

      The words—obviously a desperate plea from his subconscious—were out before he could stop them and hung in the air like a half-deflated balloon.

      “I am ready,” she replied, her tone a few degrees warmer than ice cream. “Why? Is there something wrong with what I’m wearing?”

      “Yes. No. It’s…” Sexy as hell. “Different.”

      There went her chin. “So am I.”

      “This isn’t exactly an event for different.” Shut up, Carlyle. Shut the fuck up.

      Her brown eyes narrowed, and she let out an angry little hurumph. “Then I guess you don’t need me.”

      With that declaration, she spun around, giving him a perfect view of the skirt clinging to her ass—which he shouldn’t be noticing—as she marched back toward the stairs leading to her door. He’d already fucked this up enough as it was. Everyone knew he wasn’t the charming Carlyle, that was Hudson. Sawyer was the asshole Carlyle, and he’d just proven it by letting his prick do the thinking and then acting like one when he was talking.

      He hustled a few steps forward and caught her elbow before she got any farther away, trying his best to ignore the jolt of electricity that went straight to his cock. “Please don’t.”

      Yanking her arm out of his loose grasp, she rounded on him—fire in her eyes and something that looked a lot like hurt shimmering underneath. “On one condition.”

      “What’s that?” As long as it wasn’t him making a public ass of himself, he was totally on board.

      “Don’t complain about what I wear,” she said, her voice tight and a little higher than normal. “It’s not like most people who specialize in temp jobs have closets full of ball gowns and formal dresses.”

      You are a privileged douchebag, Carlyle. All those details he’d missed before came into focus. The anxious thrum of her pulse in her neck. The way her bottom lip was slightly swollen, no doubt from nervous nibbling. The way she fiddled with the skirt as if she wasn’t used to wearing it or it didn’t feel quite like her. The whole mind-blowing look he had taken in at first glance, but per usual he missed the details and the little tics that clued him in about the emotions simmering underneath.

      After his dad’s unexpected death, he’d compensated for this massive shortcoming by being extra careful with his mom, never rocking the boat when it came to her. That’s what had gotten him into this mess where he needed a personal buffer. There had to be some middle ground between the forest and the trees, but damned if he knew—or had ever known—where it was.

      “You’re right,” he said, meaning every word. “I’m sorry.”

      Accepting his apology with a stiff nod, she strode past him to where Linus held the car door open. “Shall we go?”

      Without waiting for his answer, she slid into the backseat of the Town Car. He followed behind, ignoring the clear look of disappointment in Linus’s eyes that even Sawyer couldn’t miss. The driver had known him since he was a kid and had watched him grow up in the backseat of his dad’s car as often as he could persuade the old man into taking him into the office. His dad used to say that there was no better sounding board than Linus. For his part, Linus said he just knew how to “uh-huh” at the right times.

      The door clicked shut behind Sawyer, and he found himself sitting almost knee to knee with Clover. He needed to say something—anything—but once again the Carlyle charm fizzled out when it came to Sawyer, so he clamped his mouth shut and kept it that way the entire trip to The Grand Hotel.

      Somewhere out there, Hudson was laughing his ass off. And his mom? God, he couldn’t wait to see what her reaction would be to seeing Clover on his arm.
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      To be honest, Clover’s first high-society gala was kind of a disappointment. None of the women were dripping in diamonds or draped in fur—too gauche no doubt. The men in tuxedos were more balding-banker types than spies-who-liked-their-martinis-shaken-not-stirred. Everyone was very polite and very not interested in talking to her once it made the rounds that she wasn’t one of the East Upton Lees who counted most of the country’s oil refineries in their portfolio, but just a regular Lee from little ol’ Sparksville.

      Even Helene had kept her distance, holding court on the opposite end of the enormous ballroom surrounded by a trio of obvious bride candidates who couldn’t keep their eyes off Sawyer. Not that he seemed to notice. Nope. He’d spent the last hour looking to-die-for hot in his tux while either sexy-glowering at her (it’s apparently a thing) or on his phone as he talked business. It wasn’t fair. No one should be that hot and that annoying at the same time. Not that it mattered. She was here as Sawyer’s buffer not his date. It was best—if not particularly easy—to remember that when he was looking all 007.

      Even worse? At the moment, she was about as useful and necessary as a bike to a fish, which meant she was thoroughly and completely bored. Plus, her feet hurt in the kill-me-now heels she’d borrowed. Shifting her weight, she snuck one foot out of her heel and stretched her toes under the cover of the floor-length skirt. Her foot did everything but sing the Hallelujah Chorus in gratitude at being set free from its narrow prison.

      Of course, that’s when a man appeared out of nowhere by her side, startling her and sending her awkwardly wobbling on her one foot that was still in a shoe.

      His hand shot out to steady her, releasing her almost as fast as he’d saved her from tumbling over. “You don’t have to confirm it, but I can tell,” he said, leaning in conspiratorially. “Your date’s a dud.”

      “It’s not a date.” The truth came out before she could think better. Sigh. When would she learn to just keep her mouth shut? Sawyer had been so tight-lipped in the car, she didn’t know what cover story—if any—he wanted her to use.

      “Really? Then let me introduce myself. Tyler Jacobson,” he said. “And since it appears your date is not a date, that must mean you’re free to dance.”

      Not a good idea when she was on the job. “I’m allergic.”

      “To dancing or to handsome men?”

      She chuckled. He was definitely handsome. Tall, dark hair, blue eyes, and enough charm to get a starving man to offer up his last bite of bread. “A little of both.”

      He swiped a champagne flute from the tray of a passing waiter and handed it to her. “Luckily for you, I happen to know that this is the cure.”

      She took a sip, smiling for the first time since she’d walked out her front door. A little harmless flirting at a gala—now that was an adventure she hadn’t had before. The night was beginning to look up.

      “You don’t give up, do you?” she teased.

      Tyler’s smile was for her, but his gaze slid sideways to Sawyer as he talked on his phone to someone about Singapore. “Not once I’ve set my mind to something.”

      Clover’s spider sense tingled as she looked between Sawyer and the other man in his equally well-fitting tux. “And what exactly do you have in mind?”

      “One dance, that’s all. Then I’ll bring you right back to your dreadfully boring not-date.”

      “He’s not boring.” Infuriating? Stuffy? Devastating to her panties? She’d give a hell yes to all the above, but not boring.

      “Whatever you say.” He took the champagne from her hand and set it on a passing waiter’s tray, then tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and led her out onto the dance floor.

      One dance. One fantasy moment with a man who looked straight out of central casting. A little adventure to put in her memory bank. Nothing in her job duties said no dancing. She’d just be sure to keep an eye on Sawyer, and if Helene—or anyone else—approached, she’d slip away from her partner. Until then, it was Cinderella time.

      Like every other song the band had played tonight, it was a slow one. So here she was in the arms of a handsome stranger in a tux in the middle of The Grand Hotel, which totally stayed true to its name with the amount of columns and marble and sparkling brilliance, and danced. It was a scene right out of a princess movie—and about as sexy. There was no zing from his fingertips on her waist. No languorous desire sliding across her skin. No anticipation pushing her to close the very socially-acceptable gap between their bodies.

      “So how did you and Sawyer meet?” Tyler asked, his tone light but the look in his much more serious eyes told another story.

      She had no frickin’ clue what was going on between the men, but for once she wasn’t going to step smack dab in the middle of it. Nope. She was going to keep her motor mouth out of trouble.

      “Underground fight club,” she said with all the seriousness she could muster. “He bet against me. And lost.”

      Tyler laughed. “Now that I wouldn’t doubt. Never bet against a woman in black.”

      “How do you know Sawyer?” Diam! The mental Malay order came too late—the words already out of her mouth.

      All the teasing charm died away. “What makes you think I do?”

      “Women’s intuition.” And the fact that he couldn’t stop talking about Sawyer.

      “He was the best man at my wedding, well, almost wedding.”

      That threw her enough that she lost a step and hastened to pick up the rhythm again. “Almost wedding?”

      He shrugged and spun her around on the dance floor. “My fiancée liked my best man more than me.”

      “Ouch.” She couldn’t keep the horror off her face. “They didn’t…”

      “Not that I know of, but who knows.”

      Wow. She needed to stop talking. Now. Too bad her mouth had other ideas. “You’re very blasé about it all.”

      “It was years ago, and anyway”—he paused and turned a devastatingly sexy and completely disingenuous smile on her—“now I have you to distract me from my deep, dark wound and repair the hole in my heart from the loss of the woman I loved and the man who’d been my best friend since prep school.”

      Someone had spent too much time in the melodrama category on Netflix. Either that or he was used to dealing with socialites who’d take him at his word. And here she’d thought growing up in Sparksville that the Harbor City rich were so much more sophisticated than that.

      “You’re laying it on a little thick there.”

      His smile didn’t falter, but some actual fun seeped into it. “Too much?”

      “Oh yeah.” She nodded, matching his mock serious tone.

      “Then I suppose I’ll have to find another way to steal you away from him. Good thing I’m a helluva lot more adventurous. How about breakfast in Paris, lunch in Milan, and dinner Barcelona?”

      A large hand clapped down on her dance partner’s shoulder—not hard enough to cause a scene but definitely serious enough to make a point—and brought their dancing to a jarring halt. Sawyer stood behind Tyler, all predatory determination and sizzling heat. Her belly did that flip-flop thing that released all the stupid kamikaze butterflies in her stomach and her breath caught.

      “Leave her dining choices to me, Jacobson,” Sawyer said to her dance partner, but the smoldering look in his eyes was all for her.

      And for once, her mouth stayed blessedly shut.

      The other man stiffened, all the teasing drained out in an instant. “I’m just entertaining the lady while you’re busy.”

      “I’ll take over from here,” Sawyer said.

      “Of course.” Tyler released her and executed a deep, mocking bow. “Until next time… you know, I didn’t ask your name…”

      Brain catching up to the fact that she’d ended up in the middle of a pissing contest that she highly doubted had anything to do with her, she ignored Sawyer’s scowling, caveman presence and reached out to shake the other man’s hand. “Clover Lee.”

      Instead of shaking her hand, he brought it up to his mouth and brushed a kiss across her knuckles. “An unforgettable name for an unforgettable woman.”

      It was sweet, but there wasn’t any heat behind it—from either of them—and he walked off the dance floor without a parting shot directed toward Sawyer. Whatever the story was behind this little bit of dick wagging, it had the feel of a long-running feud, and Clover promised herself to play it smart and stay the hell out of it.

      She took a step toward the spot where she and Sawyer had been standing before, but his hand slid across her hip and he turned her into his arms in one fluid, confident move. It only took a few beats of the music for that socially-acceptable space between their bodies that had been so easy to maintain with Tyler to disappear between her and Sawyer as if it had never existed. His long fingers splayed across the small of her back, the tips of two fingers warm against the strip of bare skin above the skirt’s waistband and set off sparks that tightened her nipples and weakened her knees. Suddenly, her Cinderella-at-the-ball fantasy dance didn’t feel so kid-appropriate anymore.

      “What were you doing with Tyler?” Sawyer asked, his palm pressing more firmly against the small of her back at the other man’s name.

      “Dancing.” True story. Also, it was about the extent of her conversational skills at the moment, since she was fighting against a determined tide of desire from the touch of only two of his fingers on her skin. Pitiful. She really needed to get laid more often, if this was all it took to knock her brain loose.

      “He’s trouble,” Sawyer said with disgust as if the words tasted like day-old radiation. “Stay away from him. That’s an order.”

      Clover craned her neck to get a look at Sawyer’s face from this close angle. His jaw was concrete and his dark eyebrows were pinched together in an angry V.

      Holy shit. He was serious—and he expected his “order” to be followed.

      That. Was. It.

      Her feet froze, jerking them to a stop in the middle of the dance floor. Other couples whirled around them as indignation bubbled up inside her to the surface, sizzled along her skin, and decimated her very feeble verbal filter.

      “I don’t know what’s going on with you and Tyler, but I am not a fire hydrant.” She kept her voice low and her face serene but jabbed a finger into his unyielding chest to bring her point home. “I am not a bone.” Jab number two. “I am not a grubby tennis ball covered in dried mud.” A third for good measure. “I am not a thing for you two dogs to fight over. I am a woman with my own brain, my own will, and my own determination. Sawyer Carlyle, you might be giving me a paycheck, but you sure as hell didn’t buy me and you definitely don’t have the right to tell me who I can and cannot dance with—especially not when you are obviously more interested in your phone than the rest of the world around you.” Shit. That last part got a little too close to the truth hiding in her soft, caramel center. Bring it home, Clover. “My job is to be your personal buffer, and your mom has kept her distance. Was there someone invisible that I couldn’t see who was bothering you?”

      She sucked in a breath as the rush of adrenaline pounded through her, practically lifting her off her aching feet. Oh, if only it didn’t feel so good to let loose like that, she totally would have learned to keep her mouth shut by now. God knew that skill sure would help her keep a job for longer than five minutes.

      Job.

      “Goondu,” the word rushed out. Her former landlady in Singapore was right. She was an idiot.

      Her lungs clenched and her stomach dropped into the great unknown abyss. She’d just told the man signing her paycheck to go fuck himself. Well, not exactly in those words, but that was the gist of it and she needed this job.

      Clover Lee, you are a self-sabotaging asshole.

      She didn’t want to meet his gaze. All the saints and angels above knew she didn’t want to, but she forced herself to look up at Sawyer. She’d been in front of the firing squad often enough to know it didn’t hurt any less if she closed her eyes and thought of Australia.

      But his glower was gone. He was…smiling? Yep. It wasn’t a big one, but one side of his mouth was definitely curved upward.

      “Uh…” She gulped. “Sawyer…Mr. Carlyle…Umm—”

      Before she could get any further in her often tried, and often failed, begging-for-her-job presentation (she really needed PowerPoint slides at this point), the ding-dong-ding of a xylophone sounded.

      “Everyone, if I could have your attention.” Helene Carlyle stood on a small dais, looking at ease in that regal way that people who grew up with old money always seemed to have. “My son, Sawyer Carlyle, would like to say a few words in appreciation of Harbor City General’s amazing staff and all the great work they do there that you good people are helping to fund by being here tonight. Sawyer…?” She looked around as if she didn’t already know where her son was. Clover didn’t buy it for a minute. “Please join me on stage and afterward, I know Cecilia Dowers of the Chicago Dowers would like ten minutes with you, dear.”

      Everyone in their vicinity turned to look at them, but Sawyer was still only looking at Clover.

      He dipped his head down so his lips nearly brushed her ear. “We’ll finish this later.”

      Then, he lifted her hand, flipped it over, and placed a searing kiss in the center of her palm before striding to the front of the ballroom while Clover fought tooth and nail not to melt into a puddle in front of Harbor City’s elite.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Walking through the crowd to the raised platform at the other end of the ballroom, Sawyer tried to remember the last time he’d had his ass handed to him on a silver platter that matched the spoon he’d been born with and came up blank. He definitely couldn’t remember a time when he’d enjoyed it quite that much.

      Seeing Clover with righteous fury turning her cheeks pink and making her eyes sparkle as she stood there in that teasing slip of a top had been a clarion call to his cock—so much so that this walk across the room was a little more bowlegged than normal.

      She was pissed and she didn’t back down from it. Even his mom chose well-meaning, if totally deranged manipulation, over direct attack. It wasn’t their way to face things with so much open emotion or derision. Good or bad, they all danced around the topic. He could have a giant glob of mustard on his chin dripping a river down onto his tie and no one would have said anything beyond that he might want to excuse himself for a minute. If they wouldn’t be straightforward to help him, they sure as hell wouldn’t call him out when he was acting like an ass.

      But Clover? There were bulldozers that would have a harder time flattening someone. That woman did not hold back. She was everything the women—including tonight’s candidate, Cecilia Dowers—that his mother was throwing at him were not.

      The idea smacked him right between the eyes and by the time he climbed the three steps to the top of the dais, he knew exactly what he was going to do next. The anticipation of Clover’s reaction was almost as enticing as his mother’s.

      He squeezed past the band leader and took the mic from his mother, ignoring the speculation gleaming in her eyes. Oh yes, she’d been watching him with Clover and had timed this little announcement to perfection.

      “Thank you, Mother, and thank you to everyone here. I don’t need to tell anyone about the amazing work that Harbor General does. Our family’s biggest hope is that, with the addition of the Michael Carlyle Cardiac Wing, they will be able to continue to do what they do best—save lives.” He paused as the crowd clapped on cue, most of them probably only listening with half an ear. “But that’s not the only announcement I have to make tonight. In addition to celebrating the opening of the new cardiac wing, I have news of another kind of matter of the heart.” The silence after that line had a different feel to it. Everyone here might play at polite, but the uber rich loved gossip almost as much as they enjoyed caviar and champagne—and they’d been watching his mother’s Marry Off Sawyer campaign like they monitored their stock dividend results. “I’d like to introduce you all to my fiancée, Miss Clover Lee.”

      As if controlled by an unseeing hand, the crowd turned to look at Clover still standing in the middle of the dance floor, and then everyone started talking at once. Clover stretched a wide smile across her face, clearly as excited as he to everyone in the room, but Sawyer could see the daggers she was shooting him from her eyes. He was going to pay for this later. Why did that bring an answering smile to his face? Out of the corner of his eye he spotted his mother. Unlike the others, she wasn’t looking at Clover. She was looking straight at him, shocked disbelief shining in her eyes for a moment before years of training took precedence and a placid look took its place.

      She couldn’t call him out. She couldn’t keep pushing her candidates at him. As long as his new fiancée was in the picture, he was free to attend to the big picture of Carlyle Enterprises and Helene knew it. For her to do anything else wouldn’t be the Harbor City elite way. Mission accomplished.

      Now all he had to do was manage the minor detail of getting Clover to agree to an adjustment in her job duties.
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      Clover was finally going to learn how to fold a fitted sheet. Of course, she was going to gain that skill in the prison laundry after she killed Sawyer. She hadn’t agreed to lie to the entire world—and even if she had, the pompous ass should have given her a heads up first that it was coming.

      The Prince of Carlyle Enterprises didn’t seem to realize that though, judging by his shameless grin as he accepted congratulatory pats on the back while making his way through the crowd. By the time he finally got to her, 90 percent of Harbor City’s one percenters had shaken his hand—with one glaring exception. Helene Carlyle had stayed back on the dais, armed with a barely touched glass of champagne and an assessing look directed at Clover. Before she could translate the look in the other woman’s eyes, the man they had in common stopped in front of her and the band started up again.

      Playing the good fiancée, she sparkled up her smile and hooked her arm through the crook of Sawyer’s elbow before raising herself up on the tippy toes of her torture device shoes. “We need to talk. Now.”

      She had to give him credit, Sawyer didn’t hesitate in dancing with her, right out of the ballroom. He took a quick left, followed by a right, and then opened up an unmarked door and pulled her inside. In the dim light filtering under the door, she took stock of shelves, filled with toilet paper, towels, tiny hotel soaps, and mini shampoo bottles, lining the walls of the space barely big enough for the two of them. Considering he’d found his way here as easily as a kid in a fairy tale following a breadcrumb trail, it didn’t take a huge leap of logic to realize he’d been in here before.

      The fun answer as to why would be this was where Sawyer took his dates for some hot are-we-going-to-get-caught public sex. The real answer was probably more along the lines of him seeking out privacy for another of his never-ending business calls. Mr. Adventure, he was not.

      She walked the three-step length of the supply closet before whirling around to face him—arms crossed and unimpressed expression in place—determined not to be the one to crack first. He’d tried that silent negotiating thing with her in his office earlier today. Little did he know that she’d honed her skills in the Turkish bazaars. He was way out of his depth.

      “You’re pissed.” He held up his hands, palms forward.

      Ding. Ding. Ding. “You think?”

      He shrugged his broad shoulders. “It’s just a minor detail.”

      “A minor detail? Are you nuts?” He had to be. How else could he talk to her in such a calm tone about an insane idea? “This is not what I signed up for. I’m not lying to everyone I know for you.”

      “Don’t think of it as a lie,” he said, leaning back against the door and blocking off the one exit. “Think of it as a temporary truth.”

      “You’re certifiable.” He had to be. A fake engagement to one of the most eligible bachelor’s in Harbor City so he could avoid his mom’s matchmaking attempts? Now that was an adventure to write home about. Not that she could because of…all the reasons in the world. It was hard to come up with a specific one when he was standing so close, smelling so good, and looking so much better than even the sexiest paparazzi photo. “Anyway, it’s not part of my job duties.”

      “The ad did state that you’d do anything within the law to act as my buffer.”

      She re-crossed her arms, mimicking his arrogant pose. How typical that he’d think she’d go along with his plan. She wasn’t some naive hick he could just lead around. “No one would believe we were engaged. I can’t fake attraction, and ‘uptight’ is just not doing it for me.” She was a liar, but that was beside the point.

      Sawyer raised one eyebrow as if to say so that’s how you want to play this. Pushing away from the door, he took a step closer to her, all cocky confidence. “Don’t mistake me for one of the small-town boys you’re used to.” He took another step until they were practically pressed up against each other in the small space “Faking it…” He lowered his head, coming close but not quite touching her and making her breath catch. “Is not going to be an issue.”

      True story, but she’d pack that admission in her hand basket and take it to hell with her. “Of course it will,” she halfheartedly denied. When his gaze narrowed, she rushed on. “And besides, everyone out there saw you ignoring me for two hours then fighting over me like a favorite chew toy with Tyler. Everyone’s going to assume it’s just a stunt to continue this feud and not real attraction.”

      “They won’t,” he said and dipped his hand down, tracing a fingertip across the hem of her crop top. “Not if we play it right.”

      He never dropped his touch below the material, never made skin-to-skin contact, but he didn’t have to. She felt his touch anyway, and it made her entire body crackle with anticipation.

      “You just met me.” It came out breathy, but she was mostly shocked she was able to get it out at all.

      He dropped his hands from her shirt and raised one to lean against the wall behind her head as his gaze slid up, locking on hers and nailing her to the spot with some unspoken command her brain couldn’t process but her body understood immediately.

      “Everyone knows I’m not a man who waits when I’ve decided what I want.”

      And there went her panties—and most of her brain, because instead of reiterating her hell no all that came out was, “You don’t know anything about me.”

      “So I’ll learn.” He lowered his head, coming close enough that she could feel the brush of his words across her cheek. “I’ve always caught on fast.”

      Oh God. This was either so bad it was good or so good it was bad. She couldn’t decide and her body didn’t fucking care. Her brain, though, wasn’t quite ready to give up the fight. “I can’t keep a job, my bank account’s almost empty, and I live in an apartment with a roommate. Everyone will think I’m a social climber.”

      “Unimportant details.” His fingertips traced across her jawline.

      “No one will ever buy that you’re attracted to me.” Okay, that argument sounded ridiculous considering what anyone would see if they walked in on them right now, but the thinking part of her knew this had crossed the line from fun adventure to bad idea and was desperate.

      “If they think that,” he said, hooking a finger below her chin and tilting her face up so her mouth was just inches from his. “Then they’re idiots.”

      His lips came down on hers and her brain gave up the ghost. This wasn’t about thinking. It was about sinful promises, wild nights, and knee-knocking lust—the kind that had her pulse going from sixty to light speed in the span of two heart beats. Dominant and focused, he teased her with his tongue, playing along the seam of her lips before slipping inside. Desire, hot and slick, settled low in her core as the kiss went from tempting to exploratory to mind blowing—and she gave back as good. What could she say? He might be her stuffy uptight boss, but he was an amazing kisser—the kind that made her want to fall into the moment and never climb back out. And she wasn’t the only one. They couldn’t get enough of each other, tongues pushing against one another, the occasional nipping when one of them tried to catch a breath, and even frustrated grumbling when clothes got in the way of their needy hands.

      With a groan, he released her mouth, leaving her lips kiss-stung and hungry for more, and turned his attention to the line of her throat and that one spot right behind her ear that had a direct lust line to her clit.

      “Sawyer,” she moaned as soon as he hit it. Her toes curled and her nipples stiffened with the lightest nip and lick from him.

      He mumbled something against her skin that she didn’t catch as he dropped his hands from her face and let them glide down her curves and around to her back, dropping lower until he cupped her ass and lifted her upward. Thanks to the loose cut of her skirt, she didn’t have any trouble wrapping her legs around his lean hips and pressing her most sensitive spot against him. As soon as she did, she rubbed herself against his hardness—fuck, Sawyer was packing significant heat.

      Sliding her hands through his hair, she arched her back against the wall as she tightened her thigh lock and undulated her hips against his unmistakable bulge.

      “So good,” she whispered, her voice ragged and needy.

      Good didn’t even begin to cover it, but it was as descriptive a word as her totally-in-SOS-mode brain could come up with when his lips made their way from the bottom of her earlobe to the place where her neck met her shoulder. He nipped her there and sucked it better as she slid her hands over his hard chest and made fast work of his shirt buttons. One. Two. Three. Enough to let her sneak a hand inside—

      The supply closet door flew open.

      Light from the hall poured in.

      A harsh gasp sounded followed by a hurried, “Excuse me.”

      The door slammed shut.

      Heat beating her cheeks, Clover let the back of her head hit the wall with a solid thunk and unwrapped her legs from around him to slowly slide one foot to the ground. “Oh shit.”

      “Don’t tell me you’re embarrassed,” he asked with a soft chuckle.

      Her other foot hit the floor and reality seeped in. “Of course I am.”

      He stepped back a few paces and busied himself with re-buttoning his shirt. “And here I thought you were the one always up for an adventure.”

      Which is just what this had been for him—a walk on the wild side for Mr. Upper Crust. The realization would have pissed her off if it hadn’t been for the heat still smoldering in his eyes. She was young, free, and having a Cinderella-at-the-ball kind of night—in a twisted sort of way, of course. It’s not like any of that makeout meant anything. It was just part of the too-hot-for-a-cartoon-movie fantasy and now it was time to go home before her not-glass slippers resulted in the loss of her toes.

      “So are we in agreement?” Sawyer asked as he adjusted his cuffs.

      Of course, it was back to business for him. Well, two could play at that game. His negotiation tactics might be unusual—she’d never dry humped anyone at the Turkish bazaar—but she couldn’t deny they worked because she was about to say yes.

      She was going to agree to be a temporary fiancée to a man she’d just met—or translated to Clover terms, just another job to list on her whack-a-do resume. Of course, that didn’t mean he wasn’t going to have to make some adjustments to their agreement. If she was in, she was going all in and so was he.

      “Agreement?” Clover smoothed back a few stray hairs and tried to get her heart rate back down to not-running-a-marathon levels. “About the fake engagement?”

      “Yes.”

      “We’ll need to work out the details.” There. That sounded all tough and corporate.

      He straightened his glasses that she must have sent askew during the kiss. “I usually leave those to other people.”

      Nice try. “Not this time.”

      He shrugged those mouthwateringly broad shoulders. “Have it your way.”

      “Always.” Okay, not really, but it made her sound all badass and she had a feeling she was going to need that bit of bravado to keep her head on straight for the next few weeks. She was going to need that edge because Sawyer was about to learn the art of negotiation from a real master. She couldn’t wait to see how he’d take it. Now this was gonna be fun.
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      Vito’s Diner sat on the corner of Hammish and Fifth. The burgers were thick and charbroiled. The shakes were made with full-fat milk and ice-cream. The breakfast was served twenty-four hours a day. Best of all? There wasn’t a socialite in sight. It was the only place Sawyer Carlyle wanted to be after they’d run the gauntlet trying to make a quiet exit out of the gala and the last place Clover probably imagined he’d ever go.

      She sat across from him in the booth—he’d taken the side with the tear in the blue vinyl seat—and studied the six-page menu that covered everything from colossal pancakes to cheddar melts to mom’s chocolate chip cookies. They’d spent the ride over on opposite ends of the Town Car’s backseat.

      The kiss in the supply closet had been the kind his cock wasn’t going to forget anytime soon, but he couldn’t let it happen again. One, she may not be his employee but he was still signing her checks. That employer/employee line was there for a reason. Two, he wasn’t fooling himself. They were still in the middle of a negotiation. He’d been in the game too long to lose an advantage because his dick had started doing the thinking for both heads.

      The waitress stopped at their table, pad and pencil at the ready. “Hey Sawyer, you feeling the burger or the tuna melt tonight?”

      Easiest decision of the night. “Cheeseburger, please, Donna.”

      “Excellent.” She nodded, her French fry earrings bobbing. “Everything on it?”

      “You bet, and extra bacon.”

      “Got it. Chocolate shake?”

      Just the mental image of the shake loosened some of the tension pinching his shoulders tight. “The biggest you’ve got.”

      “That kinda night, huh? I’ll add some extra cherries for you.” Donna chuckled and gave him a wink before turning to Clover. “How about you, hun?”

      “Can I get the same kind of cheeseburger he’s having but with jalapeños instead of the extra bacon?”

      “You got it,” Donna said. “Anything else?”

      Clover’s gaze traveled down the full menu page devoted to shakes and malts as she worried her bottom lip between her teeth. “I’ll take the pineapple shake but a small, please.”

      A small? That was a sacrilege at Vito’s—sort of like turning down a cheesesteak in Philadelphia or a real deep dish pizza in Chicago.

      “They’re really good,” he said. “You’re gonna regret that size.”

      “He’s right, hun,” Donna said, backing him up.

      Clover gnawed on her lip for another three seconds before nodding her head. Decision made. “Okay, I’ll give you that win. As big as they come, extra cherries.”

      “Now that’s how you do a night at Vito’s.” Donna slipped her pencil in with the three others stuck in her steel gray bun. “I’ll have it out to you two in a jiffy.”

      Donna strolled away, humming in that tuneless way of hers, to go drop off their ticket to her husband, Steve, in the kitchen.

      “I take it you come here a lot,” Clover said, flipping her menu shut and putting it back in its original spot between the half-filled ketchup and totally-full mustard.

      “Yeah, Linus pretty much saved my sanity the first time he took me here after one of my mom’s never-ending charitable fundraisers.”

      He was there so often now he’d made it onto the regulars’ board. After he’d spent a few meals decompressing from one or another of his mother’s events, he’d asked about Vito. Turned out Vito was Donna and Steve’s dog, who’d been banned from his own restaurant under threat from the city health inspector.

      Clover toyed with the sugar packets. “Fancy parties aren’t your thing?”

      “Not when she’s got five women lined up like she’s casting the role of Mrs. Sawyer Carlyle,” he grumbled, sounding like an ungrateful ass and not caring one bit.

      “Which brings us back to business.”

      “Yeah, I guess it does.”

      “Then let’s get to it.” She pulled a napkin out of the dispenser and smoothed it out on the table before pushing it across to him. “I’m assuming you have a pen in your jacket, my purse barely fits my phone and my lipstick.”

      “I don’t think we need to write anything down.” But he reached out to take the napkin anyway, his fingers brushing hers and sending a shot of electricity straight down to his cock before she pulled her hand away.

      “Nice try, Big Bucks.” She went straight back to fiddling with the sugar packets as if she wanted to touch something—someone—as much as he did right now. “You’re writing it down.”

      He took off his glasses and with deliberate care cleaned them with the napkin she provided. Dick move? Oh yes. Negotiations weren’t about being nice. Good thing being an asshole was never a problem for him. “Don’t trust me?”

      Her snort was about as far from the sound a socialite would make as he was from closing the Singapore deal. “I trust written agreements more.”

      “Okay, let’s start at the beginning then.” He smoothed out the napkin on the table and then withdrew a pen from the inside pocket of his jacket. “We need a cover story. No one is going to buy that we met and got engaged in the same day.”

      Not by a long shot they wouldn’t. While she delicately annihilated her bottom lip and fidgeted with the sugar packets, he scanned his memory for RomCom movie plots for something that would work—not that he was about to say that out loud. It was bad enough Hudson knew his guilty pleasure. If Clover had that little tidbit in her pocket, he had no doubts she’d use it against him.

      She made a little ah-ha sound and her face lit up; the sugar packets fell onto the table forgotten. “Secret relationship.”

      He nodded. “We could have met while you were in Singapore on one of my trips over to see Mr. Lim.” He’d seen it work, on the big screen at least, but those schemes always required backup. “I’ll have to bring my brother Hudson in on it for corroboration, but we can pull it off.”

      She slumped back against her seat. “Your mom won’t buy it.”

      “She will if we do it right.” Socially acceptable PDA, being seen together, family events. His stomach tightened at the possibility of how Clover would wilt under a solo Helene Carlyle interrogation. There was only one way to avoid that. “You’ll have to move in to my place.”

      Her brown eyes went wide and she went right back to playing with the sugar packets. “That’s a little extreme.”

      “Why?” It was, but the more he thought about it the more he liked the idea. His dick fucking loved it. “Most couples move in together once they’re engaged, plus it will mean that we’ll be together enough that it’ll be hard for my mom to corner you when you’re by yourself and get the truth out of you.”

      “I can hold my own with your mom.” She grabbed a third sugar packet. The woman should never play poker.

      “Scaring her off isn’t the same as being caught in her crosshairs,” he said. “We have to make her believe this so I can give the Singapore deal the attention it needs. Once I close that, we can have our break up and by then I’ll have a plan to get my mom to give up her ridiculous marriage campaign.”

      Donna picked that moment to come by with a tray loaded down with food and shakes. It smelled like heaven—all bacon grease and whipped cream. She gave him a wink and took off again without a word. No doubt, she was planning on needling him for information about his date as soon as she could get him alone. Donna was almost as bad as his mom.

      The first bite of the burger made him close his eyes in appreciation as he offered up a silent thank you to pigs everywhere. Clover wasn’t as quiet. Her delighted moan made his cock thicken against his thigh, then he made the mistake of opening his eyes. It took both hands for her to hold the giant burger, but that wasn’t the part that turned his own bite to ash in his mouth. Her gaze was heavenward as her pink tongue darted out and licked up the splattering of mayo on the corner of her mouth and bottom lip. The move gave him all sorts of really good bad ideas. She could have moaned again after that, sang “Jingle Bells,” or hollered at him, he wouldn’t have heard over the blood rushing in his ears on its way from his brain to parts farther south.

      On automatic pilot, he took a second bite of his burger and didn’t taste a damn thing.

      “If we’re going to do this,” Clover said, setting the burger back down on her plate. “Then we’re going to have to actually act like a couple.”

      He took a drink of his tasteless shake, ignoring the extra cherries, and managed to get is brain back on track even with its limited blood supply. “That’s why you’re moving in.”

      “That’s not what I mean,” she said, shaking her head. “You need details. Couple activities. Couple inside jokes. Couple rituals. If you really want to make it believable, then you have to commit to not just talk the talk, but walk the walk.”

      She put her glossy red lips around the straw of her pineapple shake and sucked, and he could swear he heard the sparks and sizzles of his synapses exploding.

      “Like what?” he managed to get out.

      “Saturdays at the flea market.”

      Okay, that horrible idea brought him back from the edge of fantasy. “There has to be something else.”

      “It’s perfect,” she said. “I always go in the morning. We can find something to refurbish, and it will be just the kind of couple detail that will make all of this seem more real.”

      “People actually do that?” It sounded about as fun as his mom’s ideas about arranged marriage.

      “Haven’t you ever seen Flea Market Flip?”

      He shook his head and took another bite of his burger, which had thankfully gotten its flavor back.

      “It’s my favorite show,” she exclaimed as if that made this insanity any better. “Add it to the list. You can’t miss that. We can binge-watch on Friday nights to get pumped up for the flea market the next day.”

      “I don’t like it.” He fucking hated it.

      Clover narrowed her eyes at him, her sexy mouth pursing with disapproval. “You don’t have to like it. You just need to do it so we can find some more details to back up this ridiculous fake engagement.”

      This is why he was a big-picture man. Details sucked. “I’m afraid to ask, but what else?”

      “Post-event late night dinners at Vito’s. Picnics in the park. Sunday brunch at your apartment with your family.” She tapped a finger on the pen resting across the blank napkin. “Go on, write it all down. It’ll be golden, trust me.”

      “And in six weeks when you leave for Australia, what will we tell them?” The end game was clear as day, but how to get there was muddled.

      She took another bite of her burger and mulled over his question. “We’re just too different. It wouldn’t have worked. It was the whole The Way We Were thing.”

      “The what?”

      “You haven’t seen it?” She looked at him as if he were an alien. “Robert Redford? Barbara Streisand? Buckets of salty tears?”

      “I got nothing.”

      “Add it to the list,” she demanded. “We’ll have movie night and can alternate picking. Come on, write it down.”

      He did, managing to hold the half of his burger that was left in one hand as he did so. Movie nights—he just had to keep it on the down low that he preferred chick flicks. Flea markets—about as fun as shoveling after an ice storm. Dinners out—now that he could get behind. As he was writing she listed more of her requirements. Chocolate syrup in the fridge for her morning oatmeal. Jasmine scented bubble bath. Raw potatoes to snack on. It took him right up until the end to realize she was fucking with him—at least on some of it.

      He glanced up from the heavily inked napkin, his suspicions confirmed by the all-too-innocent look on her face. Yep. She was messing with him.

      “Is everything just another fun adventure to you?” he asked, realizing too late that he hadn’t added a damn thing of his own to the list. Some hotshot negotiator he was.

      “What fun would life be if it wasn’t?” She winked as she sucked up the last of her shake and then popped the final cherry into her mouth.

      Cherry. Mouth. Lips. Tongue. Taste. Clover. It all mixed together in his head with the kind of vivid details he usually never fleshed out—especially not in a jerk-off fantasy that he wasn’t about to indulge in. She was a sorta employee and held the fate of this subterfuge in her hot little hand. Without warning, the mental image of that hand wrapped around one of his favorite body parts nearly undid him.

      Fuck. Get in the game, you fucking chump.

      “Okay so you can skip the bubble bath and the raw potatoes, but since this job has just jumped fourteen notches on the difficulty scale, I’m going to need additional compensation.”

      Of course. “Like what?”

      “A black card to cover the cost of clothes, shoes, and other incidentals.”

      The woman was mercenary. He couldn’t help but admire it. “I don’t think so.”

      “I obviously don’t have the kind of wardrobe that a fiancée of yours would have. I don’t want to embarrass you with your friends, after all, and if I happen to get a few items for my trip to Australia, too, well, you should still consider yourself getting off cheap.”

      Forget mercenary. She was downright brilliant. In three short sentences, she’d managed to put him in his place about his comment when she’d walked out of her apartment building in that sexy little shirt and skirt combo, reminded him of the need to make this whole fake engagement seem real, and managed to make him outfitting her for her next adventure downright sensible. The woman was dangerous.

      “As long as you don’t end up looking like just another boring socialite, then I can give you that point. Lots of bright colors and a little bit of skin showing.” His gaze dropped to the bottom edge of her crop top. “For effect.”

      “Uh-huh.” She raised an eyebrow. “Whatever you say.”

      He demolished the last bite of his burger, using the time to clear his head of useless fantasies. “I have two conditions of my own.”

      “Shoot.”

      “Beyond Hudson, no one can know the engagement is a fake. Not your girlfriends, not your family.”

      Her perky smile dimmed. “Why not? It’s not like they move in the same circles as your family.”

      “Because my mom probably already has an investigator looking into your background.” More than likely she’d started the process earlier today after Clover had told her to take her lunch invitation and shove it where the sun doesn’t shine.

      She tugged her bottom lip between her teeth again. “I don’t want to lie to them.”

      “We don’t have a choice, not if we’re going to carry this off.” One slip and the game was up. The fewer people who knew, the more likely it would work.

      Clover stacked the plastic creamer cups, her jaw stiff. “Fine. And the second condition?”

      “What happened in the closet can’t happen again,” he said, capping the pen and putting it back in his jacket.

      Her head tilted up and her grin was anything but perky. It was sexy, teasing, and exactly what his dick didn’t need right now. “Okay, so we avoid closets.”

      “Clover, you know what I mean.” And God did his dick object to him putting that detail into words.

      “Got it.” She nodded her head solemnly, ignoring the creamer pyramid that had been so fascinating only moments before. “No super-hot, make-my-toes-tingle kissing in a supply closet or anywhere else.”

      She was laughing at him. His male ego objected, but that was nothing compared to the official complaints being filed in triplicate by other parts of him. Without glancing down at the napkin, he signed it and slid it across to her for review, realizing too late that he hadn’t written down the last requirement.

      Paging Dr. Freud.

      Clover didn’t seem to notice. She just signed it, folded it up, and put it in her purse before closing it with a snap. So there it was. He’d woken up this morning with a normal life. By noon, he had a personal buffer. By ten o’clock, he had a fake fiancée. He couldn’t even imagine what new little adventure tomorrow would bring.
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      The next morning, Clover’s phone vibrated on the bedside table, buzzing and bouncing against the glass tabletop. She peeled an eyelid open, holding a hand up against the early morning sun shining through her window like a laser beam. The rest of the apartment she shared with her bestie was silent—except for the buzz, buzz, buzz of her phone. Letting her eyelids droop back down, she slapped her hand blindly against her bedside table until she made contact with it, swiped right, and brought it up to her ear.

      “Hello,” her voice came out sounding like a rusty door in a haunted house.

      “Jane, I can’t believe you didn’t tell me, but I’m just too excited to care,” her mom said, obviously already on her second pot of coffee. “Congratulations! When’s the big day? Tell me all about Sawyer. I want details now, young lady.”

      Clover’s eyes flew open, and she was suddenly fully and utterly awake with the icy dread only her mom could inspire sliding down her spine. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Don’t you ‘hi Mom’ me, young lady,” her mother said, going Mach Two. “I want details about this engagement, and I want to know when you and Sawyer will be coming home for Sunday dinner. It’s bad enough that I only found out because Kelly Osgood posted about the news on Facebook after seeing it on some Harbor City gossip blog. There’s no way I’m going down to Heber’s Deli for your dad’s pastrami without details of my own.”

      Sapo tonto! Not only was she a stupid toad, she was a naive idiot who’d thought she just might make it through this fake engagement without her family finding out. Why did her mom’s oldest friend also have to be a gossip junkie?

      “I can hear you breathing, Jane.” Her mom gasped. “Oh God, tell me this isn’t another one of your silly adventures. It’s way past time when you needed to start acting like an adult.”

      Translation: When was Jane finally going to settle down and start mass producing grandkids like a human rabbit? Okay, her mom hadn’t used the words “mass producing” or “human rabbit,” but that’s basically what she wanted. Thirty was just around the corner, according to her mom. Funny. Last time Clover had checked, it was still four years away. A fake engagement should have lessened some of that pressure to settle into a boring life just like her mom’s, instead it had all the markings of adding gas to the fire under her mom’s ass.

      “I’ve been acting like an adult for years, Mom,” she said through gritted teeth. “I paid my own way through college. I have good friends. I pay my bills on time.” Even if this month it had been by the skin of her teeth. “You may not like the life I lead, but it’s mine and I like it.” And she liked that it was as different from her mom’s staid life in Sparksville as possible.

      Her mom’s sigh was as weary as it was familiar. “I just worry about you, that’s all.”

      And BAM! the mom-guilt cannon landed a direct shot.

      Deep inhale. Deep exhale. She mentally closed the door on her annoyance. “I know, and I’m sorry I make you worry.”

      “So help me stop worrying about this engagement that came out of nowhere.”

      The truth hovered on the tip of Clover’s tongue, but she’d promised no one would know. And if her mom knew, so would all of Sparksville—plus the truth wouldn’t do any good but make her mom worry even more. They weren’t alike in any way and tended to argue more than agree, but they were family and that meant a lot to both of them.

      “It happened kind of fast.” Not a lie. And not exactly the truth, either, Khwāy pạỵỵāx̀xn. Moronic water buffalo, indeed. But Clover drew the line at outright lying to her mother.

      “I’d say so,” her mom said. “How long have you been seeing him?”

      “It was kind of a whirlwind thing, you know how much I travel, and we wanted to keep everything hush-hush until we knew for sure it was the real deal.” Her palms were sweaty and her mouth dry. God, she really did suck at this. Good thing she’d never listed life of crime as a dream goal.

      “And you’re ready to get married already?”

      There it was, her mom’s Jane-why-can’t-you-just-do-things-like-a-normal-person sigh. It brought out the reflexive snarl in Clover.

      “When you know, you know,” she said, her voice as sweet as high fructose corn syrup. “Isn’t that what you always said about Dad?”

      Her mom let out a surprised chuckle before the natural staidness settled back into her tone. “May you live long enough for your own words to be thrown back at you.”

      “I know it seems crazy.”

      “Love often does—especially when it comes at you out of the blue.”

      That unexpected understanding from a woman whose thinking Clover rarely, if ever, clearly comprehended left her momentarily speechless.

      “You still there, Jane?”

      “Mom…” The urge to spill it all tightened her throat. She hated lying. Even if she’d been any good at it, she’d have hated it.

      “I wouldn’t be me if I didn’t worry you were rushing, but I’ll table it until I can set my own eyes on him and see for myself,” her mom said, covering Clover’s silence with her own chattiness. “When are you bringing him up for Sunday dinner? We’re only two hours away. You could come next Saturday, spend the night, and head back to the city after lunch. Can I mark the calendar for next weekend?”

      That was not going to happen. “I’ll have to talk it over with Sawyer. I know his schedule is packed.” Or it would be until she got on the plane for Australia in six weeks.

      “See that you do, otherwise I’ll be forced to show up on your doorstep.” It came out like a joke, but only a fool would believe it was one. “Love you, Jane.”

      “Love you, too, Mom,” she said before hanging up.

      The truth of it was that she did. For all of their differences—and her bone-deep commitment to never grow up to be her mother—there was a lot of love between them. It was just the prickly kind most days.

      A shriek sounded outside her door a half second before it flew open, and Daphne rushed into her room.

      “You’re getting married?!” she cried out in one very loud voice.

      Since hiding under the covers wasn’t an option, Clover nodded and steeled herself for Lying To The People You Love Sucks: Part Two.

      
        
        …

      

      

      The fact that Sawyer needed to get to his brother Hudson before their mom did was only one reason why he was in his personal gym on his phone at seven in the morning on a Friday—the one day he blocked out the world and worked from home every week. The more important reason was that Hudson was not a morning person and some things didn’t stop being fun the older Sawyer got. Busting his brother’s chops by calling before Hudson’s surprisingly agile brain had awakened was definitely one of them.

      Settling into plank position with the phone turned to speaker mode and placed near his fisted hands, he listened to it ring. And ring. And ring.

      It went to voicemail three times before Hudson finally picked up. “Are you outside the cabin with a spoon?”

      Sawyer laughed, the move making his abs hurt more than the second minute of holding a plank normally did. “No.”

      “Is Mom okay?” his brother asked, concern sharpening his tone.

      Sawyer dropped out of his plank, regretting that he’d even put that thought in his brother’s head. “Mom’s fine.”

      Two beats of silence followed by a less than cheery, “Then fuck off.”

      Chuckling at Hudson’s obvious misery at being woken up before the crack of noon, Sawyer started in on pushups. “I want you to be the best man at my wedding.”

      “Who is this and what did you do to my brother—not that I’m complaining, but our mom would be upset.”

      “He had a spoon,” Sawyer said, sweat starting to bead on his forehead. “It was either him or me.”

      “You’re fucking hilarious.”

      “You’re not the first person to tell me that.”

      “Bullshit.” Hudson snorted. “No one ever says that about you. What do you really want?”

      “I need you to tell Mom that I’ve been dating Clover on the sly for months ever since I met her in Singapore on one of my trips to see Mr. Lim.” He pounded out another set of pushups, then rolled onto his back for a breather while Hudson’s brain caught up.

      “Who is Clover?”

      “My personal buffer.” Sawyer downed a gulp from his water bottle while telling himself that the pickup in his pulse was because of the workout, not because of the blonde and her sparkly crop top he’d spent the night thinking about. “But Mom doesn’t know that either so keep that to yourself.”

      “Wait. I thought you refused to hire a personal buffer.”

      “I did, but then Clover scared off Mom. How could I not hire her after that?” Just the memory of the look on his mom’s face before she’d stormed off would be cheering him up for weeks.

      “This is Jane Lee we’re talking about, right? She was the only female buffer candidate I sent your way.” Hudson’s voice was thick with disbelief. “Does she have superpowers? Is she suffering from radiation poisoning?”

      Sawyer picked up his phone and slid it into the wall mount by his pull up bar. “Not that I know of.”

      “Then how did she do it?”

      “She told Mom off.” He gripped the bar and pulled himself up, curling his legs to a ninety-degree angle.

      “And she’s still alive?”

      Sawyer couldn’t keep the smile off his face as he began to ease back down, slow and controlled. No one—and he meant no one—ever told Helene Carlyle what to do. “Yep.”

      “I kinda want to marry her myself.”

      His grip slipped and he landed with a thunk on his feet, his grin gone. “You can work your charms on her once she gets back from Australia.”

      “That’s mighty…uh…generous of you.”

      He wiped his palms on his basketball shorts hard enough to make his thighs sting. “It’s a fake engagement to keep Mom off my back so I can close the Singapore deal, not an actual real relationship.”

      “Of course,” Hudson said with a sigh. “It’s work.”

      “Exactly.” He gripped the bar again and jerked himself up. “In six weeks, Clover leaves to go help walnicks or hallababies or something.”

      “Wallabies?”

      “That’s it.”

      “Are you drunk? None of this sounds like you. Who came up this idiotic plan?”

      “I did.” His arms burned on the way down and back up. “She told me off at the fundraiser, I announced we were engaged while giving a speech at the event, we made out in the closet, and then we sealed the deal at Vito’s.”

      What in the hell was he doing telling his brother all that? It was just the type of ammo Hudson wouldn’t hesitate to use. Just because you can’t stop thinking about that closet doesn’t mean you need to talk about it, dickhead.

      “You fucked her at a diner?”

      “No, you asshole, we came up with a contract at the diner.”

      “Now that sounds more like you.”

      “Actually, she insisted.” That had surprised him. It was not what he was expecting from someone with Clover’s resume.

      He knocked out five more quick pull-ups before his brother got in his next question. “So what’s she get out of this deal?”

      “Fifteen grand.”

      “That doesn’t sound legal.”

      “It’s not for that.” No matter how much he’d thought about fucking her every which way possible last night. “She’s an employee—well, an independent contractor. I’m not going to sleep with her.”

      “Making out was that bad?” Hudson asked.

      Sawyer dropped to the ground, glaring at the phone. “I’m not answering that.”

      “So it was that good.” Hudson barked out a laugh before using a fake German accent, “Very interesting.”

      His brother was a jackass—but one that he needed or this whole plot would implode. Now that was a big picture he didn’t like the looks of. “Are you going to back up my story or not?”

      “What happens when Mom finds out that the whole thing was a sham?”

      “She won’t.” He’d make sure of that. “Clover and I already discussed it. We’ll come up with a believable breakup story and that will be that.”

      “Uh-huh. Sure it will.”

      “It’s a business arrangement, and I know those inside and out.”

      “Yeah.” His brother chuckled. “But you don’t know shit about women.”

      Ten minutes later they had a workable plan and his brother was back to doing whatever it was he did while at his cabin. He always claimed he was with a date or three, but Hudson was always saying stupid shit to cover up the fact that he had a perfectly good brain behind his pretty-boy face. Things like Sawyer not knowing women. He didn’t need to know them. He just had to make sure he and Clover were on the same page, which according to their contract, they were. No need to stress over imaginary details.

      Shaking off the doubt creeping across his shoulders, he got on the treadmill, ready to run until even the possibility that his brother was right was gone.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Sitting at the table in her sunny kitchen, Clover drained the morning concoction in her Keep It Weird oversize mug—four sugar packets, half a cup of milk, and a generous splash of coffee—without spitting it out in laughter at the look of absolute horror on Daphne’s face.

      “You can’t be getting married,” she said, her brown eyes were huge, and if she’d been wearing pearls she would have been clutching them. “You barely know him. What if he’s a serial killer who only gets away with it because of his money and connections?”

      The croissant and coffee had just been a trick. As soon as Clover thought she was safe, Daphne had started in on the best friend version of the Spanish Inquisition before helping her throw the contents of her closet into an oversized vintage suitcase she’d gotten at a flea market and restored—with her own little tweaks, of course.

      “He’s not a serial killer. He’s a businessman. He’s…” Clover floundered trying to find the perfect word to describe Sawyer Carlyle, but the information she’d gained through her Google-fu after he’d rushed her out of his office yesterday had been frustratingly limited. Their “date” at the charity fundraiser last night hadn’t answered any, either—beyond the fact his kisses melted her brain.

      The man may run one of the largest international construction firms in the world, but he wasn’t much of a chatter. A few quotes here or there in various business articles, but no Twitter, no Facebook, no Snapchat, no social media at all. She wasn’t about to tell Daphne that, though…she loved the woman like the sister she’d never had but saying Daphne was a worrywart was like saying soccer players’ legs were a thing of jaw-dropping, panty-melting goodness. It was just a fact of life.

      “He’s really busy,” Clover finished lamely.

      “You mean he’s really fucking hot,” Daphne said, twisting her miles of dark hair up into a knot on top of her head.

      There was no doubt about that. The man was all broad shoulders, square jaw, and the kind of big hands that made promises about other parts of his anatomy—ones that she’d confirmed for herself in the closet last night. Sawyer Carlyle may not talk to the press, but they loved him anyway, blasting out photos of one of Harbor City’s most eligible bachelors taken at society events, charity fundraisers, and on the street. She couldn’t blame them. Even when he was glaring at the camera, the man took a hell of a sexy picture.

      “But you gotta remember,” Daphne said, “Ted Bundy was hot, too.”

      “Okay, no more true crime TV for you.” Clover warned and cut up the pancake Daphne had shoveled onto her plate.

      Clover took a bite to be polite but…yeah, eating the whole thing wasn’t going to happen. Daphne was going through a healthy-eating phase and the pancakes were pumpkin and quinoa mixed with little green bits she was pretty sure were kale.

      She was saved from having to actually take a second bite by Daphne’s own single-minded determination and 100 percent commitment to melodrama. “It’s all happening so fast. I can’t believe you’re moving in with him—let alone marrying him!”

      And if her stomach wasn’t in rebellion enough from the hipster pancakes, the guilt from lying to her family and friends gave even the air an acidic taste.

      “What can I say?” Clover shrugged. “He just wants me near him 24/7. Anyway, what kind of serial killer would ask a potential victim to marry him?”

      “Those creepers who are always posting about wanting foot models or bikini babes for calendars on Craigslist,” Daphne said around a mouthful of the barely edible pancakes.

      Clover shook her head. “And you look like such a normal person.”

      “I know.” Daphne grinned, her dark good looks not even hinting at the snarky personality behind her pretty face. “It fools the boys every time. Don’t change the subject. Something about this quickie engagement stinks.”

      Clover opened her mouth to argue, but managed to close her trap before she reminded Daphne of her last boyfriend who’d turned out to be a serial cheater and general asshole. There. Now that was a good sign. The filter between her brain and her mouth was usually broken as she’d proven over and over again yesterday.

      “Look, I know this is unexpected—which you should totally expect from me—but I need you to trust me and just go with the flow on this one.” If anything, her friend should be used to Clover always doing the unexpected. “Sawyer has this big deal he’s working in Singapore, and well, you know I was there to teach English. I didn’t know much about him and he didn’t know much about me,” she continued, hating every word coming out of her mouth. In a few years, they’d all laugh about the crazy that’s-so-Clover prank, but for now, she had to stick with the story she and Sawyer had agreed upon. “We never thought we’d see each other once we got back home, but when I showed up for the job interview and we realized that fate had thrown us together, well…we went with it.”

      Daphne shut her mouth, but there was no missing the worry lines on her otherwise smooth forehead. You couldn’t be friends as long as they had without seeing the hidden signs of trouble.

      “I love you, Clover, you know I’m behind you no matter what you do,” she said, her forehead still crinkled in concern. “But you’ve done some crazy shit in the past, and I just want you to be careful. This is even nuttier than that time you started the sidewalk self-tanning booth business, or the time you went to Egypt to volunteer on a camel farm and realized they spit, or when you thought the kebabs and donut cart was the way to finance your trip to Peru to work on jungle conservation.”

      None of those were things she ever wanted to relive, but this was different. This would work out just as she’d planned. It had to.

      “I know, this is more…” Clover floundered for the right word, “unexpected than most of my adventures, but I need you to go with me on this. Right now, Sawyer and I are perfect for each other.”

      For a long moment, neither of them said anything as the real truth itched its way up Clover’s spine. Then, finally, Daphne gave her a guarded smiled and raised her coffee mug in a toast. “What we badasses form…”

      “May no man put asunder,” she finished the familiar mantra.

      Yeah. Shared history. It mattered. And it made her lie even worse. She opened her mouth to say something, anything that would make this less painful, but the doorbell interrupted her.

      “Your prince has arrived,” Daphne said.

      But it wasn’t her prince. When Clover opened the apartment’s front door, it was Sawyer’s driver, Linus, waiting for her on the other side.
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      The back of the Town Car was even bigger without Sawyer inside filing the backseat with pheromones and hotness. Plus, she felt ridiculous sitting in the back by herself while Linus sat by himself up front wearing—not exaggerating—a chauffeur’s hat. The whole situation was making her knee jiggle and her motor mouth rev up. Okay, it wasn’t just that. It was that she was really doing this.

      Having a fake engagement.

      Lying to everyone.

      Living with a man she barely knew.

      But it was for a good cause, right? Fifteen grand, a new wardrobe, and acting as a good Samaritan personal buffer. Could she still be a good Samaritan if she was getting fifteen Gs? What was so different about this? It was an adventure. Her passport had more stamps in it than Daphne had shoes in her closet. This was just one measly trip across town to the land of the rich and home of the snobs. How scary could it be? Her pulse skyrocketed and her thoughts spiraled around her head until all she could focus on was the anxiety making her lungs tight.

      “Linus, I can’t do this,” she said, leaning forward so he could hear her a million miles away in the front seat. “Please pull over.”

      The chauffeur glanced up into the rearview mirror and gave her a quick once-over. “Is everything okay?”

      “I’m not a girl who’s made for backseats.” Her eyes widened at the double entendre. “Oh God, that sounded totally wrong.”

      Linus almost laughed. At least the rearview mirror reflection showed a corner of his mouth twitch. “Yes, ma’am.”

      Linus double parked in front of the bodega where she bought her weekly lottery tickets. She was out of the backseat and opening the passenger’s side door before he even made it around the front of the Town Car. She slid inside. There was a tissue box stuffed between the two front seats and a half empty iced coffee from Ground Out Coffee in the cup holder. It smelled different up here. Less like expensive leather and more like chilled mochaccino, cherry cough drops, and solid working class familiarity.

      Whatever the driver thought about her horning in on his space, he didn’t say a word as he got back in behind the wheel.

      “Thank you,” she said when he shut his door. “This is much better.”

      “Whatever you say, ma’am.”

      That false honorific went across her conscience like a cheese grater. “Clover.”

      Linus avoided saying her first name by nodding as he pulled into traffic.

      Three blocks closer to their final destination and the nerves were back, making her so jittery she felt like a money-eating vending machine that someone was shaking to get the last bag of Skittles out of. The energy built, needing to go somewhere, anywhere before she exploded—which meant only one thing.

      “So I don’t usually drive in the city.” And her mouth was off and running. “It’s usually the subway for me. You wouldn’t imagine all the weirdness you see down there. I saw a rat the size of a small dog last week and managed—barely—not to pass out. Don’t tell anyone, but rats are my weakness. It’s bad. Did you ever see that movie Ratatouille? There’s a scene where all the rats come pouring out of the ceiling. I can’t watch that part—and it’s a cartoon.”

      Linus, looking like he was out of an old movie in his dark suit, hat, and gray hair, kept his hands on ten and two and his eyes on the road. His silence just made her own verbal diarrhea worse.

      “One year for Halloween, my brother Bobby hid an army of remote controlled robotic rats he’d built under my bed. I had just gotten up to go to the bathroom when he started them up and they came rolling out, swarming around my feet. I still have nightmares about that. So, as you can imagine, avoiding the pony-sized rats on the subway today was nice.” She pivoted in her seat to face him, her grin as tight as her nerves. “Thank you for picking me up.”

      “Of course,” he said.

      “Bì zuǐ shǔ xiǎojiě!” Oh yes, of all the Mandarin stuffed into her brain, it came up with “shut up rat lady” when it was too late to keep Linus from thinking she was touched in the head. “Sorry, I talk when I’m nervous.”

      “You don’t have to be nervous around me.” Now he did smile. No doubt about it. “In fact, I’ll tell you a secret: you’re not even supposed to notice me.”

      The statement was weird enough to cut through the apprehensive fog blinding her. “Why in the world not?”

      He shrugged and made a left onto Gramercy Avenue. “Because I’m just the driver.”

      “Sawyer notices you,” she said, jumping to defend her fake fiancé’s honor for the second time in less than twenty-four hours. “He said you saved his sanity by taking him to Vito’s.”

      “The Carlyles are different,” Linus said.

      “How?”

      His impossibly stiff back actually straightened another ten degrees. “I’m sure you know.”

      Oh, someone was suspicious—and he had every right to be. Besides Mama Carlyle, no one had more reason to doubt her and Sawyer’s story than the man who spent every day with him. Time to spin this one out, Clover girl, but not too much.

      “Pretend I just met them all yesterday. What would I learn about them?” she asked, keeping her tone light and friendly.

      Linus raised an eyebrow but otherwise kept his neutral expression and his attention on the road. “They’re good people. They’re a family. Mr. Carlyle’s death hit all of them very hard but they leaned on one another. I’d hate to be someone who messed with that bond.”

      “That sounds like a warning.” And a pointed one at that.

      “Only an observation.”

      Uh-huh. She might be from Sparksville, but small towns didn’t mean small brains. “It was his idea, getting married so fast.”

      Another turn, this time onto Thirty-Third Street. “Mr. Carlyle has never been one to let anyone get between him and his grand vision.”

      “What was he like as a little boy?” she asked, wanting to know the answer more than she expected.

      Linus stayed silent and she thought he wasn’t going to answer, but then that smile of his broke out again.

      “Shorter.”

      “But otherwise the same?” She could picture it. He’d probably been the only four-year-old in his undoubtedly expensive preschool with a business plan in his backpack.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Clover,” she corrected automatically.

      He nodded noncommittally and pulled over in front of a high-rise on the corner of Expensive Avenue and Forget-About-It Street. Okay, those weren’t the actual street names, but it sure felt like it. Craning her neck as she looked out the passenger window, she could almost make out the name “Carlyle” written across the top of the building in giant sweeping font.

      Whip fast, Linus got out of the car, rounded the hood, and opened her door. “Mr. Carlyle is waiting for you in the penthouse. Just have Irving buzz Mr. Carlyle to let him know you’re on your way up.” He held out his hand to help her out. When she didn’t move, he dropped his voice so there was no way anyone heard his words amongst the clatter of Harbor City. “No need to worry, Clover. You’ll do just fine.”

      Were her nerves that obvious? Only if you’re breathing, rat lady.

      She took a deep breath and accepted the driver’s help out of the car, even though she’d been stepping out of vehicles unaided for as long as she could remember. Somehow she knew he’d see it as her being rude, and she couldn’t do that to him.

      “Thank you, Linus.”

      He nodded and closed the door behind her.

      Squaring her shoulders so no one would notice the way they quaked, Clover forced one foot in front of the other toward the opulent glass doors. She’d made it halfway through before she realized she had no frickin’ clue who in the hell Irving was.

      
        
        …

      

      

      It turned out that Irving was the doorman who had a big, shiny name tag—thank you whoever was watching out for her upstairs. He had a huge fluffy black mustache, perceptive eyes, and a Russian accent as fake as her engagement. She liked him immediately.

      The exaggerated Bond-villain pronunciation he used when he called up to Sawyer’s penthouse and his devotion to smoothing his impressive ‘stasche with his fingertips was a thing to behold. In fact, she was so fascinated watching Irving that she didn’t have any time to double think her life choices. No. Her stupid brain saved all the fun, torturous stuff for the looooong elevator ride up to the top floor of a very tall building.

      The doors whooshed open to reveal…a totally lux open-concept penthouse. It was all grays, blacks, chrome, and cold industrial chic without a living soul in sight. She was afraid to touch anything. Gobsmacked and a little petrified, she must have lingered in the elevator too long because the doors started to close. Leaping forward, she sped through just in time.

      “Hello?” Standing in the foyer, she glanced around the empty space. “Mr. Carlyle?” Still nothing. She took a tentative step forward, her high-heeled boots clicking on the slate tile floor. “Sawyer?”

      “In here,” he called out from somewhere down the hall on her left.

      She click-clacked her way down the hall and through the open doorway at the end before jolting to a stop. The room was massive, taking up the entire length of the building with floor-to-ceiling windows covering three walls, giving him a two-hundred-and-seventy degree view of the Harbor City skyline. Opaque glass block half walls divided the huge space into three distinct rooms: office, sitting area, bedroom.

      Sawyer was in the first one, sitting behind a glass-and-chrome desk, scowling at his laptop. If he was devastating in a suit and deadly in a tux, the man was scorching in a plain white T-shirt. Because he was sitting down she couldn’t see but her fingers were crossed that he’d paired the bicep-baring shirt with a pair of worn jeans that hung low on his hips and clung to his ass. He may have declared that they were hands-off, but he didn’t say anything about being eyes-off and a girl had to get her kicks from somewhere—especially when he hadn’t even slowed down in typing since she’d taken a step inside his domain.

      When he didn’t look up or acknowledge her presence, she cleared her throat. “I really hope you pay the cleaning crew extra for all the Windex they have to use,” she said, breaking the silence.

      Sawyer looked up, took off his glasses, and rubbed the area under his brown-green eyes. Then, he looked around as if he’d never seen the room before.

      After a quick perusal that skipped right over her, he pushed his glasses back in place and dropped his gaze back to his screen. “The doorman should be up with your bags soon.”

      “That’s what Irving said.” Now this wasn’t awkward. Not. At. All.

      “Irving?” Sawyer asked, his fingers poised on the keyboard.

      “The doorman.”

      “Huh.” One dark eyebrow arched upward above the top of his glasses. “I’d always figured him for something more like Vladimir.”

      He went back to typing while she lingered in the doorway feeling as guilty and excited as a teenager loitering outside a liquor store.

      Instead of taking the hint and going on an exploratory mission, her nerves took ahold of her mouth. “So what’s the plan?”

      They had backgrounds to plot, stories to come up with, and an entire secret love affair to create before Sawyer’s mother got a chance to break them.

      He kept typing. “You settle into your suite on the other end of the hall and I figure out what in the hell is sinking this Singapore deal.”

      “You’re working on it from home? On a Friday?” That was…not what she expected.

      “Always.” A soft ding sounded and his fingers made only the briefest of pauses as they clickity-clacked across the keyboard. “That’ll be your bags.”

      Cheeks burning at the obvious dismissal, Clover spun on the ball of her foot and marched back down the way she’d come. Fine. Let Mr. Work From Home pound his frustration out on the poor defenseless keyboard. She’d do the fake backstory plotting on her own. His mom was just going to love hearing about how they met at a wine and paint class where Sawyer had been the nude model.

      
        
        …

      

      

      “You crackhead!” Clover railed, her voice not needing to be too loud in the all glass and metal penthouse for it to carry everywhere. “Don’t do it. You are waaaaaaaay overspending.”

      Sawyer glanced up at the empty doorway of his office. The television had gone on about twenty minutes ago after what seemed like an eternity of Clover singing along to Top 40. She’d done it for hours, her alto filling up the otherwise silent penthouse. Of course she’d sing as she unpacked and did whatever else she’d been doing for the past few hours. He’d done his best not to picture it. Especially when he’d heard the shower turn on. Nope. He hadn’t imagined her naked and soapy as the water slid down her creamy skin. And he hadn’t hummed along with Clover’s song, he had just…rhythmically cleared his throat…on key. Thank God she’d moved on from singing to yelling at the people on the TV.

      “Ugh. Not pink.” She made a melodramatic groan. “Just because the challenge is make a woman’s bedroom doesn’t mean it has to be pink!”

      Calling himself every word for dumbass he could think of as the setting sun’s light streamed in from the window behind him, he refocused on the gibberish on his screen. Numbers and ideas were thrown together with all the illogical randomness of a monkey throwing shit at the zoo. So much for his sacred work from home time. For the second time that day, he erased the mess he’d been typing.

      The first time he’d hit the delete button had been after his mom had called. He hadn’t picked up. Not the first time. Not the second time. And definitely not the third. If he had, his mom would have known something was up. Fridays were sacrosanct for him and everyone knew it. He worked without interruption from the time he walked out of his post-workout shower to the single glass of single-malt Scotch and the eleven p.m. international business roundup podcast. It was usually his most productive planning and plotting day of the week.

      “Ohhhh,” Clover crooned. “That is a brilliant idea for retooling that ratty chair.”

      The six-hotel job in Rio? The pitch had come to him on a Friday. The idea for ten high-rise office complexes in Dubai? Yep, on a Friday. The missing piece of a proposal for a luxury tower in London? Happened on a Friday. But this Friday? He’d come up with exactly shit even as the clock ticked down on the call for proposals on the Singapore trio of high-rises job. Why? Because instead of being able to concentrate, he’d been quietly humming—okay singing—along to whatever pop crap Clover had warbled.

      “Fuck this.” He pushed back from his desk and strode to the door. This was his house. He could tell her to be silent. Order her, really. He was the boss.

      He got to the door and…hesitated. He peeked around the doorframe. The hallway was long—the penthouse took up one quarter of the top floor of The Carlyle High-Rise. Each of the four penthouses had a unique glass-and-steel extension on the building’s corner that allowed them a two-hundred-and-seventy-degree view of the city skyline. The rest of the penthouse was more typical with an open floor plan that gave him a straight shot visual from his door to the living room. Instead of the market report or the 24/7 business news channel on his big screen, there was a woman in overalls going to town on a chair with a power saw. All he could see of Clover was the back of her head as the screen had her total attention.

      “You are going to kick those douchebags’ patriarchal asses!” Clover said, raising her fist in the air above the back of the couch.

      Leaving his home office on a Friday was the last thing he planned on doing, and yet that’s exactly what he did, not stopping until he stood next to the couch. Clover sat with her legs crossed, wearing black yoga pants and—God help him—a thin, oversized “Reduce, Reuse, Recycle” T-shirt that hung off one shoulder and did absolutely nothing to disguise the fact that she wasn’t wearing a bra. The hint of nipple brushing against the shirt as she wrote something down in big loopy handwriting into a notebook drew his attention like a tractor beam. He shouldn’t look. He didn’t want to look. He couldn’t look away.

      “What are you doing?” “To me” was the obvious ending to that question because whatever it was it had fucked with him greatly.

      “Shhhh,” Clover hushed him, not even bothering to turn around. “I’ll catch you up at the commercial break.”

      “Catch me up on what?”

      “This episode of Flea Market Flip.” The show went to commercial then, and she glanced up at him, narrowing her eyes and giving him a naughty little smile that made his cock twitch. “You’re totally in violation of the contract, but I’ll let it slide since it’s our first Friday night.”

      He was so lost. He’d blame the lack of blood in his brain, but it seemed to be his reality whenever he was around Clover. “What violation?”

      “To binge-watch HGTV on Friday nights in preparation for hitting the flea market on Saturday morning.” She gave a little cheer and turned her attention back to the TV, which was now showing a commercial for birth control. “We’re totally going to find something fabulous to pop your cherry.”

      The mental movie that started rolling at the phrase “pop your cherry” had absolutely nothing whatsoever to do with a flea market unless she had a kink for public sex.

      “I didn’t think you were serious.” There were a hundred—a billion—things he’d rather do with her—and to her—than go to some dirty flea market.

      She shrugged, the move dragging the thin cotton across her full tits. “Too bad, so sad, buddy, because you signed on the dotted line.”

      “You’ll never get a judge to uphold anything scrawled on a napkin.”

      “Sure you want to gamble on that?” she asked. “Anyway, I already came up with our backstory. I know how you hate dealing with the details. Your mom was a little shocked when I told her how we met, but she took it better than I’d expected.”

      There wasn’t a single part of those two sentences that didn’t make his chest burn. “You talked to my mom? What did you tell her?”

      “That we met when you modeled for a wine and paint class I took.” She looked up at him, all sweetness and innocence except for the hard glint of trouble in her eyes. “I told her that I was a goner the moment you slipped off your tighty whiteys and were able to hold your pose for so long, even though I could see it was very hard.”

      Good thing his family had funded Harbor City General’s new cardiac wing because he and his mom were both going to need it. “You did not say that to my mom.”

      Clover let his words hang in the air for a beat before letting loose with a laugh that bounced off the walls. “No.”

      “Did you talk to my mom?” he asked, too relieved to be pissed—although that would be coming just as soon as he could breathe again.

      She rolled her eyes. “Oh my God, relax Mr. Stuffykins. How would she even get my number?”

      He opened his mouth to answer, but the show came back on and Clover shushed him while patting the seat next to her on the couch. If he hadn’t been on the verge of a Clover-induced heart attack, he wouldn’t have followed her lead. He would have gone back to the office and pounded his head against his desk until the perfect solution to the Singapore problem fell out. Instead of doing that, though, he sat down on the couch—making sure to leave a sanity space of at least a foot between them—and settled in to see what kind of do-it-yourself renovating fresh hell he’d gotten himself into.
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      They were four episodes in and, God help him, Sawyer was actually rooting for a pair of DIY weirdos on his TV screen. Two sisters in their sixties—Eileen and Aurora—were taking on their husbands with the challenge being to pick and redo three pieces that worked into a classic boudoir feel. The husbands, Bob and Larry, were—unexpectedly—kicking ass. Was he rooting for them because they were dudes? No. Bob and Larry understood that people didn’t want delicate bedroom furniture. The men had put together a plan for a dresser, a bed, and a mirror each with a solid, rough-hewn feel to them. No matter what happened in that room, that furniture was going to take it and stay rock solid. Bob and Larry knew what they were about.

      “No one is going to buy that stuff,” Clover said, holding out the bowl of popcorn she’d made. “It looks like it belongs in a cabin in the woods where you’d go to write your manifesto.”

      “Wrong. It’s much better than all the flowers and velvet covered crap Eileen and Aurora put together.” He grabbed another handful of popcorn, buttery enough to make his trainer have a seizure, and watched as the two teams went into carnival barker mode in their efforts to sell their refinished finds.

      “That’s called romance and putting people in the mood. It’s the vibe you’re going for in a boudoir.” She sat the bowl on the glass coffee table and, when she settled back against the couch, cut the one-foot sanity zone between them in half. “Not that you would know. Your bedroom is probably all glass and cheerful black.”

      The fact that she’d thought about his bedroom made that very male part of his brain wake up and take a bow. It wasn’t like he was pounding his chest and going all caveman about it, but he couldn’t keep the smirk off his face as he stretched out his legs and extended one arm along the back of the couch. The fact that his fingers were now in touching distance of the blond strands that had escaped the messy knot on top of her head was purely coincidental.

      Yeah and so is the fact that your cock hasn’t gotten below half mast since you realized your fake fiancée wasn’t wearing a bra. What are you, fourteen?

      “Care to make a bet on the outcome?” he asked.

      “What are the stakes?” she countered.

      His mind filled with all of the inappropriate possibilities, but managed to clamp his jaw closed and stay in his seat until he forced every pornographic image behind a mental steel door. “Winner gets final say on what we get at the flea market tomorrow.”

      Shit. That was only marginally better than the first ideas he’d had. Sure, it was more appropriate, but he had no intention of bringing anything home from the damn flea market.

      Clover shoved out her hand. “Deal.”

      She didn’t look the least bit doubtful. Why did he think he’d just been suckered? Because you probably have been, numb nuts. Still, he shook her hand—even that minor contact sending a jolt straight south. It was just what he needed to jerk him back to reality in a desperate bid for self-preservation. This wasn’t just a silly game. It sure as hell wasn’t a real relationship. The fake engagement was a month and a half of fun and games for her and six weeks of peace for him so he could settle the largest construction bid they’d ever offered. After that, she’d go to Australia and he’d have figured out a solution to the problem of his matchmaking mama. All he had to do was keep his dick safely behind his zipper and everything would work out fine. Only a complete dumbass drank the toxic cocktail of business mixed with sex when hundreds of millions were on the line.

      “Oh look, you’re scowling again.” Clover shot him a cocky smile and settled back, this time eliminating the sanity zone completely so they were hip to hip. “Looks like somebody just realized he took on more than he could handle.”

      Instead of confirming the truth, Sawyer turned his attention to the activity on the screen and ignored how good her soft curves felt pressed against him.

      Twenty minutes later and Sawyer was left slack-jawed at the outcome. Bob and Larry had had their asses handed to them. Not only did they not win, they took the biggest loss in the show’s history.

      “This show makes no sense,” he grumbled, reaching out for something to soothe his wounded pride—sore loser, party of one. “If people want a table, why don’t they just go out and get the one they want instead of wasting their time totally redoing an old table?”

      Clover snorted and twisted around to face him, the move bringing her even more firmly against him as she gave him a hey-stupid look. “Well, for one, there’s a thing called money and not everyone has as much of it as you do.”

      “I know that,” he said, being difficult just for the sake of it—and because he hadn’t stopped thinking about how hot an annoyed Clover was since she’d jabbed him in the chest with her fingernail last night. “But are you seriously telling me you couldn’t find something in your budget range?”

      Right on cue, the pink rose in her cheeks. “My budget is none of your business—and it’s not always about the money.” The tip of her tongue darted out and left her full bottom lip glistening. “Sometimes it’s the fun of making something new or refinishing a piece to show the beauty that was hiding underneath that no one spotted but you.”

      “So you’re the flea market fairy godmother?”

      “Come on, don’t tell me you’ve never experienced a thrill when you’ve built something.”

      There wasn’t a damn thing he could say to that. He hadn’t even liked Legos as a kid.

      “Oh my God.” She smacked him playfully, square in the middle of his chest. “You’ve never actually made anything, have you?”

      He was the CEO of Carlyle Enterprises, he wasn’t supposed to be out there in a hard hat and a leather tool belt. “I make deals. I make plans. I make the big picture fit my goals.”

      “None of which are tangible,” she said with just enough blue-collar superiority to hit a vulnerable spot he didn’t even realize was there.

      “Really?” He turned so they were facing each other, only inches apart. The air crackled around them as the tension built. “You’re sitting in one right now. The Carlyle High-Rise was my first build.”

      She didn’t look impressed. “Did you lay the foundation? Put up any of the beams? Paint the walls?”

      “No.” The single word blasted out of his mouth.

      “Then you have no idea the kind of fun you’re in for.” Her face broke into a huge grin. “To actually take something, transform it, and give it new life? It’s a little like magic.”

      Understanding hit him like a wrecking ball, laying him flat. She’d been winding him up on purpose. Not to knock him down but to blast him out of his own comfort zone and get him to see the adventure ahead of him in the same light she saw it. Damn. For all of his IQ points, he hadn’t used any.

      “I never would have pictured you as being so philosophical about stripping paint and rolling varnish.”

      A teasing promise lit her eyes. “And I never would have guessed you didn’t have any experience working with your hands.”

      Now that was just a straight up lie. “I never said that. You know very well that I’m good with my hands.” He reached out and tucked a stray blond hair behind her ear, letting his touch linger. “Very good.”

      Her breath caught, but she didn’t move away as his fingers trailed down the soft column of her neck. Her pulse thrummed under his touch and one glance down at the hard peaks pushing against her thin T-shirt confirmed she was skating along the same fault line between sanity and lust that he was.

      “Are you flirting with me?” she asked, her voice breathy.

      “No.” He didn’t flirt. That was Hudson. Sawyer was the grumpy brother. He never flirted. Still, his hand didn’t drop from where he was touching her and he couldn’t tear his gaze away from her perfect pink mouth.

      “Of course not.” She leaned forward, cutting the distance between them, so close he could feel her soft breath against his skin. “That would violate the contract.”

      The temptation to dip his head the few inches to kiss her had his entire body hard and wound tight with anticipation. Lust ran through him like a runaway freight train. The little voice in the back of his head screaming that this was a bad idea suffered the same fate as it had in the supply closet last night: death by ignoring. Clover Lee had that effect on him. It was going to be a very long month and a half.

      “The napkin didn’t say anything about flirting,” he said.

      No, he was totally free to give himself blue balls the size of watermelons every time he came near his personal buffer.

      “Ah-ha!” The triumphant sound escaped her lush lips as she straightened, expanding the space between them and dislodging his hand from her soft skin. “You are flirting.”

      Was he? No. He was torturing himself. That was a very different sort of hell. “You take all the fun out of things.”

      “No way.” She shook her head, the movement letting a few more silky strands loose from the knot on the top of her head. “I am the definition of fun. If it wasn’t for me, you’d still be in your office banging on your keyboard.”

      “I don’t bang.”

      “Not me, you don’t.” She shot him a cocky smirk. “It’s in the contract.”

      The mental image came complete in full color and sound in an instant. Her blond hair spread out across the surface of his desk. The dusky rose of her nipples, wet from his tongue. Her long legs spread wide. The feel of her ass in his hands as he lifted her upward and sank deep within her. Oh hell. He was not going to get the image of fucking her on his desk out of his head any time soon, if ever. “Now who’s flirting?”

      “I’m teasing and teasing is not flirting.”

      He straightened his glasses and put on his best I’m-just-here-to-learn face. “Oh really?”

      Anticipation zinged between them—as tangible as a touch. Every part of him ached to reach out and caress the full curve of her lips, roll her hard nipples, and slide between her slick folds. He fisted his hands on his thighs, fighting the primal urge to take her and put every fantasy of her he’d already had to shame.

      “Most definitely not,” Clover said in a prim teacher voice. “Their meanings are completely different. Definitions are very important. Like this—” Quick as a blink, she pushed him back against the couch and pivoted so she straddled him, her hands on either side of his face. Her mouth was on his in the next instant, too soft to be what either of them wanted and too real to be a fantasy. Then, as fast as her sneak attack was, she pulled back but remained hovering over his lap, her breath coming in shaky, gasps. “Is not sex so it was most definitely not covered in our contract.”

      Sawyer had never been so happy for someone to point out a loophole in his entire life.

      There were practically angels singing a hallelujah in three-part harmony. The 0.2 percent of his brain that dealt in details immediately pulled together a list of not-technically-sex things that involved Clover naked.

      “It was a bunch of words scrawled on a napkin that wasn’t witnessed or notarized, not a contract. But you’re right, it did not cover that…or this.”

      He slipped his hands free from where they were trapped between their legs and grabbed ahold of her hips, yanking her down against his hard cock at the same time as he turned them both so she was beneath him on the couch. Any lingering voice of reason echoing in his head was obliterated the moment she opened her mouth and his tongue swept inside.

      Soft and hard they melded together. Touching. Seeking. Getting lost in each other. He hadn’t made out fully clothed on a couch since…fuck he couldn’t remember right now. He barely recalled his own name. Her T-shirt that had seemed so thin and inconsequential before was like an iron wall between them. Still, he glided one palm up from her glorious ass, over the flare of her hip, and between their bodies so he could cup her breast, flicking his thumb across her hard nipple. She gasped against his mouth and groaned as her body arched beneath him.

      The move left the long column of her throat exposed. He kissed and nipped his way down, loving every moan, every soft sigh she made as he did so. Echoing his mouth’s direction, he released her nipple and skimmed his fingers across her flat stomach, past the waistband of her yoga pants, and to the juncture of her thighs.

      “You are so hot and wet for me that I can feel it through this sorry excuse for a pair of pants,” he murmured against the spot where her neck met her shoulder as he fought the urge to give in to his primal side and rip the damn pants in two.

      “It was the show,” she said, her own hands busy roaming his chest. “DIY gets my motor all revved up.”

      Caught between his frustration at the lack of skin-to-skin contact and his refusal to stop touching her any way he could, Sawyer stilled above Clover. She was a hot, seductive mess. Her hair was half out of her bun. Her brown eyes had gone hazy, and her kiss-swollen lips were parted, waiting for more—and he wanted to give her everything she wanted.

      “Does that mean you’re going to scream out ‘paint stripper’ when I make you come so hard your toes curl?” He rubbed the heel of his palm against her core, making sure to angle it so he hit just the right spot as he circled.

      Her teeth came down on her bottom lip and she made a mewling that sounded like a mix of torture and bliss that he was way too familiar with at the moment.

      “You’re just going to have to find out for yourself.” She took a long, steadying breath, then pushed a hand against his chest. “But not tonight.”

      If his cock could have cried out in protest at that moment, it would have. Instead, Sawyer raised himself up and off of her, too many questions in his head to verbalize a single one of them.

      She rolled up into a sitting position, looking disheveled and way more satisfied than a woman who hadn’t had an orgasm should. “We’re going to need to adjust the contract.”

      “Napkin doodles aren’t a contract,” he said, reason roaring back to the forefront as blood started pumping north again. “And this wasn’t a good idea.”

      “Maybe not, but it was hot,” she said, unabashedly. “Look, I’m attracted to you. Unless there’s a bazooka in your jean’s pocket, I’d say you’re attracted to me. So why not have a little fun and enjoy ourselves until I leave for Australia?”

      Yes! His cock answered. No! His brain countered. “Things’ll get messy.”

      “Life’s messy.” She shrugged her shoulders. “That’s part of the fun.”

      “Is everything just one big adventure for you?”

      “It beats the alternative.”

      “And what’s that?”

      She screwed up her mouth, looking like she’d just swallowed rotten milk. “Living my life trapped in one place and eating apple pie every Sunday even though I hate it because the man I married loves it.”

      Once again, when it came to Clover, he was at a total fucking loss. “I have no idea what to do with that.”

      “You’re not supposed to.” She got up off the couch, looming over where he lay. “Think about my proposition. Six weeks of friendly banging. No one gets hurt. Anyway, it’ll be a more authentic lie then, too. A successful fake engagement is all about the details.” She leaned down and brushed her lips across his in a quick kiss. “Be ready to go at eight tomorrow morning.”

      His brain was pudding. “Where?”

      “The flea market where we’re going to get whatever I pick because you lost the bet.” She patted him on the cheek and winked. “Good night.”

      From the couch, Sawyer watched her saunter away to her bedroom, hypnotized by the sway of her hips under that oversize T-shirt. A month and a half of touching and tasting her, taking her up against the wall or anywhere else they wanted. It was nuts. It was bad news. It had him aching and hard enough that a stiff breeze would make him come in his pants. The fact that he was even considering it was a bad sign for his sanity.

      Who are you kidding, chump? You were in total agreement the moment she said out loud what you’d been thinking in your fucked-up head.

      Who was it who said be careful what you wish for? A fucking genius, that’s who. He’d be damned lucky if he made it the whole night through without knocking on her door. The idea of just giving in was almost too tempting to resist.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            10

          

        

      

    

    
      The next morning, Clover was still cursing herself for not shaving during the past three days. She was into not being a slave to the industrial beauty complex as much as the next woman, but getting it on for the first time with Sawyer while her legs resembled a Carolina pine forest was not going to happen. She was all for adventure. What she wasn’t down for was giving Sawyer leg burn. So that meant she spent the night imagining her fake fiancé buck naked instead of actually getting to see the real thing, because nothing but stubbly legs was strong enough to pull her off his lap last night.

      She had a good imagination, but she was beyond tired of using it, especially after feeling him pressed against her on the couch last night. Her heart thundered in her chest. Clover wanted the real thing.

      Thanks to the insane shower—four, yes four, shower heads positioned above, behind, beside, and in front of her—she was smooth from her toes to her waist and lotioned up to a state of supreme softness. Catching her reflection in the mirror with her hair, wavy from the water, hanging past her bare shoulders, she jolted to a stop. With her eyelashes darkened by mascara and lightly lined in smoke-gray, she looked more than just a little bit like a younger version of her mother. It was enough to make her reach for the makeup remover in the medicine cabinet, but she stopped her hand halfway to its destination. Not for the first time, she wondered what her mother had been like before she’d gotten married, had kids, and settled into a life of small-town hell. There had been hints—throwaway comments about college trips to London, a summer spent road tripping, and the fact that just the word “Miami” made her mom turn six shades of red—that there was more to Laura Lee than hate-eating apple pie and pretending to be interested in the goings-on at the Moose Lodge.

      “What happened to you, Mom?” she asked her reflection. “Whatever it was, it’s not going to happen to me.”

      She swiped on a shade of red lip gloss her mother would never wear and strode into the bedroom to throw on her favorite pair of worn-in jeans, pink “Stomp the Patriarchy” tank top, light gray cardigan, and slip-on tennis shoes. She whipped her hair up into a ponytail, grabbed her cross-body bag from where she’d hung it on a hook behind the door, took in a reaffirming deep breath, and strode out into the living room where absolutely no one was waiting.

      “Sawyer, you have contractural obligations to meet,” she called out.

      No response.

      She walked to the edge of the hallway leading to his rooms, a flock of butterflies high on meth zooming around her belly. After a quick glance down the still hall, she pulled her phone out of her back pocket and checked the time. Ten after eight…so right on time for her but there was nothing about Sawyer that even hinted at him being late by even a minute. She connected the dots in a heartbeat.

      He was trying to welch.

      Oh, that was so not going to happen.

      Before she’d even made up her mind as to what to do about it, she was down the hall and turning the knob on Sawyer’s door. It swung inward without a sound and she stepped inside.

      His office was abandoned. Not a note or pen or crumpled piece of paper lay on his desk’s clean surface. The morning sunlight streaming through the window walls and making the metal and glass desk sparkle was the only sign of life in the room.

      Hiding, huh? Fine. She could be the finder in this little game.

      Doing her best impression of a stealthy cat burglar, she tiptoed past the opaque glass brick half wall and into Sawyer’s sitting room. A love seat and two oversize chairs—all black, of course—sat facing the window wall. There wasn’t a single personal item in view, unless you counted the Wall Street Journal, The Economist, or The Singapore Times arranged on the—glass, of course—coffee table as personal. The rest of the room was as empty as a bar two hours after last call.

      She glanced up at the final barrier. A second glass brick wall. Unlike the other, this one went all the way up to the high ceiling and all the way across the width of the room, a blocky opening in place of an actual door. It didn’t take three guesses to figure out what was beyond it. Sawyer’s bedroom.

      There went the fizzy crackle pop in her belly again.

      “You’re not getting out of this, Mr. Stuffikins, so get your butt out of bed.”

      She held her breath, waiting for the rustling of sheets, which were probably black, or the telltale sound of bare feet hitting the floor. Neither ever came.

      Okay, this was just ridiculous.

      She marched through the double-door sized opening and stopped dead in her tracks. A massive bed, big enough for an orgy, dominated the space. The sheets—red, smooth and tangled—were rumpled but tossed to the side revealing…an empty bed. No matter how long she stared—and imagined—Sawyer wasn’t there.

      The big chicken must have run out while she was in the shower.

      Maybe it was the word shower that drew her attention. Maybe it was a sound she’d only heard subconsciously. Whatever it was, she turned to the left and started walking toward the one real door in the entire room. It wasn’t closed. It stood half open. So it wasn’t like she was exactly spying when she peeked through the opening.

      “Mierda,” she said, the exclamation a soft sigh of longing.

      She really should have shaved her legs yesterday morning.

      Sawyer stood in a replica of the shower she’d used earlier. Water from the four nozzles rained over his muscular form and splashed onto the glass shower wall as he stood under the spray with his back to her. Clover’s imagination hadn’t done the man justice. Not even close. He was all tightly bundled muscles, from his thick forearms to the hard curve of his thighs to his high, round ass that could get him a ton of work in gay porn calendars. Seriously.

      “Saya boleh mati gembira,” she groaned under her breath. Of course, if the fates were kind—or women—she wouldn’t be dying happy until she got to touch her fill.

      It wasn’t just the past six months of her battery-operated boyfriend that had her this tuned up for actual physical touch, it was Sawyer. Temptation didn’t even begin to cover it.

      He started to turn. Clover had just enough brain power left to dash back so her body was hidden behind the doorframe.

      “Fuck, Clover,” Sawyer groaned. “That’s it. Just like that.”

      Heat burned her cheeks.

      “Yeah, take it all the way.”

      Oh God. He wasn’t.

      Sawyer let out a lusty groan.

      Oh. My. God. He was.

      She needed to walk away. Right the fuck now. Her feet didn’t move, but her waist did—it had to be some kind of body possession event—and she twisted until she could get a look inside the bathroom. She drank in the profile view of him. He had one palm planted against the wall and the other hand stroking his hard cock. She knew personally that his hands were big, but they managed to look a little on the small side as he glided it up and down his shaft.

      It was wrong to watch, but Clover couldn’t tear her gaze away. The way his body tightened with each flick of his wrist excited her, turned her on, and teased every one of her senses. He was close. The fingers on his hand pressed to the shower wall curled as if he could claw his way through the tile. His other hand was a blur of motion. His spine snapped straight.

      “Fuck, Clover,” he ground out the words as he came hard against the shower wall.

      She couldn’t breathe. That was—without a doubt—the hottest thing she’d ever seen.

      “You know, Clover,” Sawyer said as he stepped under the overhead shower spray and let the water run down his chest. “A real fiancée would have joined me instead of just lurking in the doorway and watching.”

      Embarrassed and surprised, she spun around and jerked back hard enough that she hit the back of her head against the wall. Yay. Maybe that would knock some sense into her.

      “Pervert,” she muttered to herself, accepting the pronouncement as being completely true about herself at the moment…and really anytime she was around him.

      Even from the relative safety of the other side of the bathroom wall where she couldn’t see his wet, naked body, the man turned her self-control to lime Jell-O and her body into a hot, horny bundle of nerves and needs. She was pathetic.

      What else was she not? Engaged.

      “I’m not a real fiancée,” she said with all the dignity she could muster at the moment.

      “What about your declaration last night to just have a little fun?”

      “I’m not sure that’s such a great idea.” No, she was sure it was not a good idea.

      Sawyer made her lose her bearings. If she wasn’t careful, she’d wake up and find herself eating apple pie just because it was his favorite and then their time would be up and she’d be brokenheartedly eating apple pie alone in Australia.

      “Really? I remember someone telling me not that long ago that letting things get messy was half the fun,” he said, throwing her own words back at her as he turned the shower off. “I’ll be ready in ten.”

      An image of his hand stroking himself flashed in her mind. Her core clenched and she forced herself to look at his mess of a bed instead of turning and looking back inside the bathroom. “That fast?”

      There were a few beats of silence before Sawyer said with a knowing laugh in his voice, “Unless you’ve changed your mind about going to the flea market.”

      Her blood must have been rushing too loudly in her ears because she hadn’t heard the shower door open. It was as if Sawyer had just suddenly appeared in the bathroom doorway, water droplets clinging to his shoulders and a black towel slung low across his hips.

      Now that she knew exactly what was under that towel, she’d have thought it wouldn’t be a big deal to see him like that. But it was. Oh God, it was.

      She locked her focus back on his bed. Bad idea! She dropped her gaze to the floor. “You’re just trying to get out of going.”

      “I just need to get dressed, and then I’ll be all ready.” He hooked a finger under her chin and tilted her face up so she couldn’t help but take in his handsome face and cocky grin. “Unless you want me to stay like this.”

      Yes! Her body cried. Clover managed to block out that bad advice. “Bailing you out of jail for indecent exposure at the flea market is not my idea of a fun Saturday.”

      “Then I can’t wait to see what is.” His hand dropped to the towel, his thumb toying with where he’d tucked one end in to hold it secure. “Now you’d better run along unless you want another show…”

      His question hung in the air between them as Clover’s whole body went up in flames. Metaphorically, of course—which was a shame. She could do with a little fire and brimstone to get her head back in the game.

      “I’ll wait for you in the living room.” The words came out in a rush as she hurried toward the opening in the glass brick wall before her baser instincts drowned out her better sense.

      Who was chickening out now, Clover asked herself as Sawyer’s testosterone-infused chuckle chased her out of his bedroom. She mentally clucked her answer as she hustled out to the living room to practice her deep breathing technique until Sawyer came out, hopefully dressed in a full-body snowsuit complete with ski mask.

      
        
        …

      

      

      The flea market in an up-and-coming Harbor City neighborhood was just as bad as he expected. Loads of crap—some of it dinged up on purpose—and bad artwork being hawked by people wearing ironic T-shirts and bored expressions.

      “You aren’t even giving it a chance.” Clover slipped her hand into his and tugged him down yet another narrow aisle crowded with stalls of bric-a-brac. “You have to really look at a piece and imagine what it could be.”

      Imagination wasn’t something he had trouble with. He was still imagining her naked and pressed up against the tile wall of his shower with her legs spread and her body soft and wet. It’s exactly what he’d been thinking about this morning when he spotted her out of the corner of his eye as he was washing his hair. She’d been so distracted? enthralled? horny? that she hadn’t even realized he’d known she was there. He’d just meant to give her a shock, he hadn’t meant for it to go all the way, but when it came to Clover he seemed to lose all control—and sense.

      Just as his dick was starting to get really into it again, Sawyer’s fake fiancée jerked to a stop. “Like this.” She gestured toward a rusty metal cart that looked like the last good day it had seen was at least five decades ago. “This is perfect. It could be a bar cart or an entry table or a breakfast trolley.”

      He ran his thumb across one of the handles and white paint crumbled into dust. “Or in the landfill.”

      Sawyer started forward, but Clover pulled her hand from his and didn’t move an inch. She stood beside the cart, her hands planted on her round hips and a challenging fire burning in her brown eyes.

      “Oh really?” Clover got a look on her face that anyone with half a brain would know meant trouble. Her full mouth, a cherry red today, curled into a predatory smile that seemed both out of place and a perfect fit for her pixie face. “You don’t think this can be brought back and remade into something fabulous?”

      He barely glanced back at the cart. Some things were better forgotten about—especially when the woman in front of him was so much better to look at. Anyway, he didn’t need to look again in order to give his answer.

      “No.”

      “I pick it,” she practically sang out.

      “What are you talking about?”

      “You lost last night. Remember?”

      The only thing he recalled from last night was how damn good she’d felt underneath him. “No.”

      “The show,” she said, pacing her words as if he was drunk. “I picked the winner. Now you have to get the cart. We’re going to refinish it together, just like a good little fake couple should.”

      Crossing back to the rickety cart, he lifted the paper price tag tied with a ribbon around the push handle. “A hundred bucks?”

      “Don’t tell me you’re afraid of a little negotiation. Just because I’ve kicked your ass in that arena several times already doesn’t mean you can’t be…competent.”

      Competent? She was goading him, he knew that, but not rising to the bait wasn’t possible. He was a man, a Carlyle. Being competent wasn’t an option.

      Almost quicker than the impulse hit, he encircled her wrist and whirled her close so that her tight body pressed against his. Desire went from spark to flame as his entire body went hard in anticipation. Oh it wouldn’t happen here, maybe not even today or tomorrow, but this was happening, and judging by the way Clover’s eyes went all hazy and her lips parted, she knew it, too.

      “Gotta say, no woman has ever called me competent before.”

      “Needs improvement, huh?” she asked, but her low and breathy voice outed just how turned on she was.

      “Oh Clover, you know better than that.” Loosening his hold, he slid his fingers down so they intertwined with hers and began walking into the stall to find the joker who thought he could get a hundred dollars for that pile of junk. “Let’s go see just how competent I really am.”

      Twenty minutes and sixty-five dollars later he was the proud owner of a broken down medical utility cart from the 50s. He couldn’t be less thrilled. Clover, on the other hand, was practically skipping as they made their way back to Linus and the Town Car in the parking lot.

      “I’m thinking red. A bright crimson like your…” Her cheeks turned pink and she let the sentence trail off.

      She tried to pull her hand away from his, but he wasn’t having it. There was something about touching her—even just holding hands—that settled him, pulled him down to the here and now.

      “Like my sheets?” he asked as he carried the cart. “My bed made an impression, huh? Or was it what you’d like to do to me in that bed that has you all hot and bothered?”

      The pulse point at the base of her long neck did double time. “I’m not hot and bothered.”

      He lowered his voice to a growly whisper. “Wet and soft?” Her breath caught, but he kept going. “Slick and ready?” He pulled her to a stop, put the rusty cart down, and pivoted so he stood directly in front of her. “Desperate not to be a voyeur next time?”

      Forget pink. Her cheeks were fire engine red. “Your ego is out of control.”

      Probably, but it didn’t change the reality of the situation. “If I’m so off base, then why did you stick around and watch the show?”

      “Poor life choices.”

      “What happened to the woman who proposed a no-strings, six-week fling while we’re fake engaged?” he asked and then pressed his advantage. Two could play hardball here. “Don’t tell me you’ve gone all small town conventional on me.”

      That did the trick.

      Her chin jerked up, her face glorious with righteous indignation. “I am not that kind of person.”

      “It’s okay. I always had a little bit of a thing for Mrs. Cleaver in the Leave It To Beaver reruns.” He traced a fingertip across her collar bone above the edge of her scoop neck tank top. “Maybe we should look for a pearl necklace. Do you think anyone sells one of those here?”

      She smacked his hand away. “You are an asshole.”

      “Pretty much.” He laughed and picked the medical utility cart back up again and started walking. “But you’d better keep that to yourself tonight at my mom’s cocktail party.”

      She nearly stumbled, but he grabbed her hand again and kept her upright. “What cocktail party?”

      “It’s a standing event.” God save him from family traditions. “I haven’t been in a few months, so it’s past time I made an appearance.”

      “Not so easy to do when your mom is throwing models and socialites at you?”

      “Exactly.” He nodded, sneaking a glance at her and noting the way she was chewing her bottom lip. “But now I have you.”

      “You have serious mommy issues,” she grumbled.

      No. He had don’t-make-the-grieving-widow-cry issues. “Stop deflecting because you’re nervous.”

      “Who said I was nervous?”

      “You are trying to gnaw your bottom lip off.”

      Like the delicate flower she was, Clover flipped him off as they strode out of the flea market’s front gate and into the parking lot. Linus was waiting beside the Town Car. He gave the thing Sawyer was carrying a slow and slightly horrified up and down look but kept his mouth shut as he opened the spacious trunk. They were pulling out onto Eighty-Eighth Street five minutes later, and Clover was still going to town on her lip.

      “Don’t worry, I know you haven’t had time to use the black card yet. I ordered you a dress. It’ll be delivered by the time we get home.” He’d been planning to make it a surprise but offering up the news now seemed like the better plan.

      She crossed her arms over her chest. “No way.”

      Clover had gone stubborn. What a shock.

      “So you already have a cocktail dress?” he asked.

      “No.”

      “Well, you do now.”

      Her eyes were still narrowed, but not so much that she could hide the curiosity glittering in their dark depths. “It had better not be totally fugly.”

      For all he knew, it could be. He’d snapped a surreptitious picture of Clover while they were wandering around the flea market and had sent it to a personal shopper at Dylan’s Department Store along with a few notes about what Clover needed. Jaqui had never done him wrong when it came to presents for his mom, so he was confident she’d come through again. Explaining all of that to Clover though would take the fun out of it.

      “It’s completely hideous,” he said with as much seriousness as he could muster.

      She rolled her eyes. “The next six weeks are going to last forever.”

      “Just keep your eye on the fifteen-thousand-dollar prize, Clover, and you’ll make it through.”

      Good advice for himself, too, as long as he remembered to take it—especially tonight. His imagination was already torturing him with images of her in a million sexy dresses. And out of them.
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      Clover twirled around in front of the mirror one last time and smoothed her already stick-straight hair. Procrastinating? Her? Never. Who wouldn’t want to brave a cocktail party at the Dragon Lady’s den and spend the evening lying her ass off?

      Completing her spin, she had to admit the dress Sawyer had bought was not fugly. The multicolored, striped sheath dress was fun, fit like a dream, and guessing by the name of the designer on the label, cost as much as her rent. The new black heels, which matched the dress’s black-beaded, sleeveless neckline, were a tad tight on her toes, but not enough to make her take them off. They were gorgeous. She definitely looked put together, but there was no way she was passing for a high-society girl. Thank God, they’d worked that into their cover story during the trip to the flea market.

      “Are you going to hide in there all night?” Sawyer asked from the other side of her closed bedroom door. “I didn’t take you for a chicken.”

      Nerves eating away at her stomach lining, she clucked quietly to herself as she crossed the room. She sucked at lying. It made her nervous and when that happened, well…

      “Tu es betes comme tes pieds.” Yes, she transformed into someone who was as smart as the bottom of her feet. Deep breaths, Clover. I’m sure Mrs. Carlyle won’t be as scary this time. Third time’s the charm. Or curse.

      Forcing a confidence into her spine that she sure as hell didn’t feel, Clover opened her bedroom door. “Because I’m not a chicken…”

      Her voice trailed off as she noticed Sawyer in a black suit and a patterned pale pink tie that perfectly matched one of the stripes on her dress. That couldn’t be a coincidence. Whoever had gone shopping and left the Dylan’s Department Store garment bag on her bed had obviously left one for him as well.

      “You look nice,” she said, voicing the understatement of the year.

      The suit did everything possible to highlight Sawyer’s broad shoulders, and noticing that did funny things to her stomach—not to mention all points south, making it hard to remember exactly why it was that she shouldn’t follow her own advice and have a little adventure climbing Mount Stuffykins.

      His focus was only for her and he gave her a slow, heated up and down once-over. “You look ready to unwrap.”

      She halted in mid-stride on her way out the door. Okay, with the pink, navy, and merlot colored stripes on a white background, the dress looked a little like Christmas paper, but that didn’t mean he had to say it out loud. An embarrassed heat inched its way up her chest. “If you didn’t like it, why did you get it?”

      “Who said I didn’t like it?” he asked, the lines in his forehead carving a V that disappeared behind the top of his black-framed glasses.

      Head high and chin pointed up, she strode right past him on her way to the elevator. “You did.”

      “I was trying to compliment you,” he shot back.

      “That’s not exactly your strong suit.” No. Being a pain in her ass was his greatest strength.

      “No.” Not missing a beat, he was beside her in an instant matching her stride for stride and getting to the elevator down button a half second before she did. He mashed it with more force than necessary. “It’s definitely not.” Twelve very slow, very silent seconds later, the elevator arrived and the doors parted. “Shall we?”

      The doors whooshed shut behind them.

      She tried to hold on to her annoyance for Sawyer’s crack about her dress but the urge to start nervously clucking was too much for her to shut off. “Do you think we can really carry this off?”

      Sawyer let out a breath, the tension melting out of his rigid stance. Taking her hand, he slipped it into the crook of his elbow. “We met at a Starbucks in Singapore. You turned too fast, knocked into me, and spilled my drink all over me.”

      That was not exactly what they’d discussed. The man was a wreck when it came to details. Still, the corner of her mouth twitched upward. “You were standing too close to me so there was no way for me to avoid it. You’re just lucky it was an iced coffee.”

      “Didn’t matter. After one look at you, nothing would have cooled me down.”

      The rough gravel in his voice took the cheesy line and turned it into something more. One look at his reflection in the mirrored elevator doors as they descended, and that something became a promise of the hot, dirty, and multi-orgasmic kind.

      “Cavolo,” she muttered. Holy crap, indeed.

      Sawyer raised an eyebrow over the rim of his glasses.

      Merida, she’d done it again. She really needed to staple her mouth shut. Talking in another language to herself was weird enough when she was alone. In front of someone else, it was boarding the Weirdo Express. Desperate to cover up her non-English exclamation, she rushed on. “That’s a good line. Be sure to use that one.”

      His forearm tensed underneath her palm. “Told you I was a quick study,” he said with a chuckle that held a touch of bitterness.

      Determined to get on steadier ground, she pushed ahead. “So we had a whirlwind romance. Of course, I had no idea who you were because I am most definitely not a gold digger.”

      “I kept my identity a secret because I wanted to make sure you were only after me for my hot bod, not my bank account.”

      “Exactly.” She nodded, working her bottom lip over with her teeth as the elevator sped down to the lobby.

      “And when I finally told you, you tried to break it off with me with some asinine plan that we’d split up when we came home to the states.”

      “So of course when you saw me at Carlyle Tower the other day, you begged and pleaded for me to give you a second chance.”

      He snorted. “No one will believe that.”

      “Why not?”

      His gaze ate her up as he gave her the kind of slow and assessing look that usually ended up with two people getting naked. “I don’t beg.”

      God, was it hot in here? Yes. It was definitely hot in here.

      “Too much pride?” There, that almost sounded like her panties weren’t on fire.

      The bastard gave her a smug grin. “Too much good sense. If something isn’t working, making a fool out of yourself sure isn’t going to change anything.”

      The elevator came to a stop and the doors opened, letting in some of the lobby’s air-conditioned air. It brushed against her like a cool breeze of sanity. Was she going to get naked with Sawyer? Oh yeah. Come on. He was sexy as sin, unattached, and her fake fiancée. Why not indulge in a little limited-time-offer sex? Of course, that didn’t mean she wasn’t going to make him work for it.

      She sashayed out of the elevator on Sawyer’s arm, her heels clicking on the lobby’s marble floor. “Well, in our case begging and pleading is exactly what you did.”

      “Why?” he asked, stopping in the middle of the lobby.

      She looked up at him and caught her breath. It wasn’t fair. No man should look so good in—and out—of a suit. “Because it was the only way to win me over.” Unable to stop herself from touching him, she reached up and straightened his already straight tie. His muscles tensed under her touch as she smoothed her palm down the silk. “And for that you’d do just about anything.”

      “Would I?” he half asked, half growled.

      Judging by the dark and dangerous look in his eyes at the moment? “Absolutely.”

      His lust-hazy gaze dropped to her mouth; he leaned down and the world stopped. The people walking in and out of the high-rise’s plate glass door letting in the horn blares from Harbor City’s never-ending traffic disappeared. All she could hear was the blood rushing in her ears as she tilted her face up. Later, she’d worry about how easily he did this to her—made her forget about the rest of the world—but for now all she wanted was for him to follow through on what his body language promised. A long, hard kiss, the kind that steals your breath and fills you with possibility. She parted her lips and raised herself on her toes so that her heels didn’t even touch the floor. He dipped his head toward hers but swerved at the last moment and brushed a soft kiss right under her earlobe.

      “You really do look amazing,” he murmured and straightened, sliding his hand to the small of her back, and led her through the door Irving held open and into the waiting Town Car.

      Clover’s brain was like one of those old-fashioned cars where the driver had to crank the engine to get it to start. She was turning it over, but nothing was happening. That happened too often around Sawyer and that way lay danger. Having a little fun was one thing, but anything more was totally unacceptable because forgetting the “fake” in fake fiancée for even a minute meant nothing but trouble.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Sawyer’s mom pounced as soon as they walked through her door. Okay, pounced wasn’t the right word. More like glided over on her own ice float, sharpening daggers in her socially-acceptable almost-smile. Instinctively, Clover gulped and tightened her grip on Sawyer’s arm. Before she could threaten to short sheet his bed if he abandoned her even for a second, Helene Carlyle was smack dab in front of them.

      “I’m so glad you two were able to make it with all of the wedding planning you’ve been doing,” Helene said, her voice just loud enough to carry across the room to the two dozen or so relatives and family friends scattered amongst the Tiffany lamps and plush wingback chairs. “I can’t wait to hear all about what those plans entail. Sawyer, why don’t you go get your lovely bride-to-be a drink.”

      Clover sank her nails into Sawyer’s thick forearm. She had to get through his suit sleeve, crisp shirt, and sinewy muscle, but she just might have hit bone. Thank God, Sawyer got the hint.

      He placed his palm over her hand. “I’m not sure that’s a good idea.”

      “Why?” Helene gave Clover a quick, assessing up and down before lowering her voice, fake concern thick in her whisper, “She’s not pregnant, is she?”

      It took a second for Helene’s words to slither through the thick fog of freak-out surrounding Clover and bite her on the ass. Once their meaning pierced her, though, her intimidated hesitation evaporated. It made sense in a weird twisted little way. From Helene’s perspective, there couldn’t be any other reason why her son would be with someone like Clover unless she’d trapped him with a baby. Ha. More like she would be trapped then, her free-spirited wings clipped to fit the Harbor City high-society mold. That was never going to happen.

      “No,” Clover said, straightening her spine and putting as much fuck-you in her tone as possible. “I’m not.”

      Helene’s smile didn’t flicker. “Then I’d say champagne is called for so we can celebrate this pleasant surprise.”

      The fact that she wasn’t pregnant or that Sawyer was supposedly getting married? Honestly, it could go either way.

      Okay, so that’s how we’re going to play it.

      That was fine with Clover. She could play chick dirty with the best of them. Of course, she couldn’t do that with Sawyer around. Mama Bear here wanted to deliver a message and drive it home with a verbal stiletto and, unless the world had started spinning in the opposite direction, she wouldn’t do it with her son around. So be it. She wasn’t about to let the Dragon Lady see her sweat.

      Pasting on a socially-acceptable fake smile of her own, Clover turned toward Sawyer. “A glass of champagne would be wonderful.”

      One eyebrow shot above the top of his black-rimmed glasses, but she went up on tiptoe and brushed a kiss across his cheek before he could protest. He looked on the verge of saying something, but after a quick look from his mom to her, he nodded.

      “As you wish,” he said and crossed over to the bar set up next to a fireplace big enough to walk inside.

      Did he… She shook her head. No way was Sawyer Carlyle the kind of guy to quote The Princess Bride.

      “Let me show you some of my favorite photos of my boys.” Helene slipped her arm through Clover’s as if they were sisters in some old movie about pioneers and led Clover over to the baby grand piano.

      Framed family photos sat on top of its closed lid. On vacation at a ski resort. At a beach. Aboard a yacht. Each one showing off the Carlyles with their big, open smiles and easy togetherness. She picked out Sawyer right away. Even as a little boy in a dirty baseball uniform he had a stubborn set to his chin.

      “How about neither of us insults the other’s intelligence and you tell me what’s going on?” Helene asked, an icy hardness to her voice that didn’t match the calm, borderline aloof expression on her patrician face.

      Clover glanced around the room filled with men in suits and women in little black dresses. “Looks like a cocktail party to me.”

      The other woman’s gaze narrowed and her pasted on smile faltered. “Is it a matter of money?”

      Oh no. She went there. “Excuse me?”

      “Disappear and I’ll have my financial manager cut a check.”

      “Wow. How much?” She shouldn’t have said it, but there was no way she could let Helene get away without busting her chops for this bullshit.

      Helene lifted the photo of young, baseball-playing Sawyer and showed it to Clover. From a distance, it had to look like two people having a friendly chat about how hard it was for the housekeeper to keep Sawyer’s white uniform pants clean. “Sign a non-disclosure agreement and a contract saying you’ll cut off all contact immediately and I’ll make it worth your while.”

      She threw out the biggest number she could think of that didn’t make her sound like a bad Bond villain. “Half a million?”

      “Yes,” Helene said without blinking.

      Damn. If she was another kind of person, that offer would be beyond tempting. “No deal.”

      “You want more?” The other woman sighed and put down the photo. “How much will it take?”

      Clover couldn’t resist taking another poke at her. “One point five.”

      “You learn quickly.” Helene nodded. “But not a penny more.”

      “Is it always just about money for you?” Clover shook her head. “No deal. Honestly, there’s no amount of money you can offer me to stop me from marrying your son.”

      Helene arched an eyebrow in a way that was almost an exact copy of her son. “You’re not the first to try this. Everyone has their price.”

      Ouch. Now that had to have hurt him. If she wasn’t so annoyed with Helene’s attitude, she’d totally be on the other woman’s side. “I’m different.”

      “I’m sure you like to think so.” She turned and flashed a brilliant smile at Sawyer who was only a few steps away, close enough to end the conversation but too far to have caught any of it. “There you are. We were afraid you’d gotten lost, and I have some people I’d like you to meet.”

      Helene turned and nodded at a pair of women standing near the open door to the balcony. They were tall, blonde, and—Clover’s breath hissed out in surprise—the women from the other day at Sawyer’s office. Looked like Mommy Dearest here wasn’t about to go silently into the good night and give up her Marry Off Sawyer to someone of her choosing campaign.

      “Alamak,” she muttered one of her Singapore students’ favorite expressions of shock under her breath. It fit particularly well here since it translated to: oh, my mother!

      Beside her, Sawyer stiffened and let out a quiet—but impressively creative—stream of curses before setting two champagne flutes on the piano. “You’ve got to be kidding, Mom.”

      Helene took a delicate sip of her champagne. “I don’t know what you mean.”

      “Those are the wife candidates you wanted me to take to lunch the other day.” Sawyer’s jaw bulged as he clamped it down tight as if he were afraid of what else would come out.

      “Yes,” Helene said.

      “I.” The word came out deceptively even as he whisper-shouted them. “Am. Engaged.”

      Helene lifted her shoulders in a bored shrug. “I don’t see a ring, and until you’re in the church…”

      The other woman let her words trail off, their meaning as clear as the Waterford crystal in her hand. Helene wasn’t about to give up on her original plan. Sawyer growled—literally—and his neck corded. It didn’t take an expert to realize that Sawyer was about ten seconds away from going full-on Hulk, all the while the wife-to-be twins were bearing down on them.

      Shit. She had to do something. This was her job, and she was making a total mess of it. Instead of sitting here gaping like a very entertained fish out of water while Sawyer and his mom quietly fought like rich people did, she needed to do something. Now. The idea was only half formed, but she grabbed ahold of it and blindly jumped.

      “Maybe this will do as a reminder until then,” she said, drawing both their attention. She grabbed Sawyer by the lapels, yanked him lower, and laid a kiss on him.

      At first, he didn’t respond and Clover had half a second to think oh shit! before Sawyer took her face between his palms and deepened the kiss. She couldn’t pinpoint the moment the kiss went from for-the-job to oh-my-God-take-me-now but by the time he pulled away, her hair was messed up, her lips swollen, and her entire body was primed for more. A little punch drunk, she stumbled just a bit as she snuggled into Sawyer’s side to face-off with the Dragon Lady and her minions.

      All of the icy coolness was gone from Helene’s face, replaced by a heated glare and a stubborn set to her jaw—the original to her son’s replica. Without waiting for whatever sharpened verbal knife Helene was about to unsheathe, Clover spoke up.

      “Sorry, girls, this one’s taken,” she said, breathless, to the pair of wide-eyed want-to-be wives. “Tell your friends.”

      After a couple of huffs from the would-be wives and a final chilly glare from Helene, the trio strode off without a glance back at them. Heart hammering against her ribs and the giddy flush of having won another battle against the formidable Helene Carlyle, Clover didn’t protest when Sawyer led her through the French doors and out onto the large balcony overlooking the heart of Harbor City.

      The last pink rays of the setting sun peeked between the skyscrapers crowding the horizon. They stood next to each other, her hand curled in his, her pulse still jackhammering through her, drinking it in as if they’d been out in the desert for too long. It wasn’t the first time she’d seen the city from this vantage point, but it never failed to take her breath away. It was, in a word, magnificent.

      “I think you just earned a dinner at Vito’s,” Sawyer said.

      For saving his ass again? Oh yeah. “I would have figured a rich guy like you would have more to offer. Your mom was willing to pony up half a million for me to leave you high and dry.”

      His head whipped around. “She did not.”

      “Oh yes, she did,” she said with a chuckle. Teasing his mom hadn’t been smart, but she hadn’t been able to stop herself.

      He grinned. “I hope you said no.”

      “I countered with a million five.”

      He let out a laugh, low and rumbly, and tugged her over so she stood with her back to his chest. He dropped his hands to the railing on either side of her hips, close enough to almost touch but not quite. “Are you sure you have to go to Australia? Carlyle Enterprises could always use another great negotiator.”

      “Another?” she scoffed.

      “I went easy on you.”

      “Whatever you say.” She gazed out at the city lights beginning to blink on. “It’s gorgeous up here.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” he said as he tucked her hair behind her right ear, letting his fingertip glide down the column of her neck. “I used to come out here with my dad and pick out the Carlyle buildings.”

      Skin tingling from his touch, she tried—and failed—to come up with something witty. “An interesting form of father-son bonding.”

      “Oh, there were baseball games and the regular stuff, too, but this was always my favorite.” He dropped his hand back to the railing.

      She could still feel his almost-touching presence, but the lack of actual contact made it easier to think. And breathe. And remember her name. The fact that they weren’t looking at each other but at the city skyline made the moment both intimate and anonymous.

      “Why was this your favorite?” she asked softly.

      “Because from up here you can see the entire city like one big picture. It was my father’s favorite view.”

      And now it was his. Her chest tightened at the thought of him having to have his father-son bonding moment alone. She may have run from Sparksville as soon as she could, but she never felt like she’d left her family—no matter how hard she tried to shake her mom sometimes.

      As though suddenly aware of the over-share, Sawyer leaned down and kissed her shoulder. “You know, it’s also a great place to impress the ladies.”

      “Oh yeah? Pick up a lot of women at your mom’s house, do you?” she teased, leaning her head to the side to give him better access as he continued to plant soft kisses along her shoulder up to where it met her neck.

      “Oh sure, lots and lots,” he murmured. “Great pick-up spot.”

      She rolled her eyes at him over her shoulder, laughing. “Did you seriously just tell me about all the other women you’ve dated while trying to flirt with me? Let me give you some advice. That is not a good line to use when flirting with someone.”

      Sawyer chuckled. “I suck at flirting, but I’m much better at other things.”

      The laughter stilled in her throat. “So you keep promising.”

      There. She’d said it. And he said…nothing. Heat beat at her cheeks. Had she overplayed her hand?

      Then, Sawyer took one hand from the railing and slid it across her waist, pulling her closer so that every inch of her was aligned with his body. “Have I finally gotten you to concede on a negotiation point?”

      “If you’ll recall, I was the one who suggested we have a little fun in the first place.” There. That sounded cool and flirty, not like she was so hot right now that he could flip up her skirt and fuck her against the balcony railing.

      “Now it’s my turn to give you advice.” He tightened his grip, eliminating any doubt about whether he was as ready for this as she was. “Any time you’re talking about having hot, dirty sex that makes you come so hard your whole world turns neon, the last thing you want to bring into the conversation is the word ‘little.’”

      Unable to stop herself, she rubbed her ass against the very not little length of him and relished his responding hushed groan.

      “I’ll take that under advisement,” she said, her eyes beginning to flutter closed.

      “Come on, honey.” He dipped his head lower and kissed the sensitive spot where her jaw met her neck. “Let’s go have some fun.”
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      Sawyer was holding on to his control by his fingernails. He and Clover had said their hurried good-byes and sat a foot apart from each other in the back of the Town Car—any closer and he was afraid he’d forget that Linus was only a few feet away in the driver’s seat. The temptation to strip her down and fuck her in the backseat had him on edge enough that he’d had to practically sit on his hands. Now he was suffering through the longest elevator ride of his life up to his penthouse, staring at her reflection in the mirrored doors as she inched the hem of her dress higher and higher, millimeter by millimeter.

      She was toying with him. Sure, it was a private elevator, but the security cameras were obvious. So he stood as still and hard as a statue as she watched him watching her drag her hem a little higher with every floor they passed. Her red-tipped nails played along the bare flesh of her thigh as she teased and tormented him as the floor numbers lit up, one after the other. If he had enough blood in his brain to form a question, it would have been about whether they’d see the penthouse foyer or the silky edge of her panties first. He didn’t trust himself to talk. To reach out to her. To do anything more than fist his hands in his pockets to help cover his obvious bulge from the cameras and remember to stand in a certain spot to be sure the eye in the sky wasn’t getting the same mesmerizing view that he was.

      By the time the ding on the elevator sounded, he’d had all the anticipation he could take. Without giving her time to utter a word of protest, he scooped her up in his arms just as the doors began to slide open. She fit against him, solid and real, unlike the fantasy he’d had this morning in the shower. This was the real Clover—dangerous curves, smart mouth, teasing eyes, and taunting brain able to dismantle him with only the sway of her full hips if he wasn’t careful. Primed and pushed to the breaking point, he strode into his penthouse and headed straight for his suite of rooms at a hasty clip.

      “In a hurry, Mr. Stuffykins?” Clover asked, her hands busy murdering the knot in his tie as she tugged and pulled the silk free.

      Please God, don’t let her ever use that name in front of another human being. “Your taste in nicknames sucks.”

      “It fits you since you need to be taken down a few pegs.” One last yank and his tie slipped free.

      He chuckled and turned down the hall to his room. “And you said I was a bad flirt?”

      “Got me there.” She shrugged and let go of the tie, letting it drop to the floor just inside his suite.

      The desk in the office third of his suite caught his attention. It was a flat, clean, horizontal surface. He slowed his pace, an image of her bent over the glass top, her crazy striped skirt scrunched up around her hips and her legs spread wide as he thrust deep and hard inside her nearly made him stumble. God, it was tempting. So. Tempting. But what he wanted to do took space, time, and possibly a nap in-between sessions.

      “And here I thought you weren’t bad at anything,” he said, picking up his pace and speeding through the sitting room third of his suite.

      “Sawyer Carlyle,” she said as she went to work on the buttons of his shirt. “Are you trying to flatter your way into my panties?”

      “Are you even wearing any?” he asked as they crossed through the door to his bedroom, the king-size bed drawing him like a magnet.

      Her fingers went still in the middle of freeing a button and she looked up at him through her thick eyelashes, wetting her bottom lip with the tip of her tongue. “There’s only one way to find out.”

      Give the woman a cat-o-nine tails and she wouldn’t have been able to torture him any more effectively. He’d been joking. She was most definitely not. Pre-come beaded on the tip of his cock at the idea of Clover waltzing around the city without even the skimpiest scrap of lace between her legs. Would she? The possibilities made his cock ache. He stopped at the foot of the bed. There was only one way to find out. Hating to let her out of his arms but knowing if he didn’t, there was no way he’d have enough control to take his time the way she deserved, he tossed her onto the bed.

      Pillows went flying before she sank down in a sea of brilliant red, her blond hair spread out like a silky curtain. The only thing that could make the vision more perfect was if she was naked.

      “You have too many clothes on.” If he was the kind of man who begged and pleaded, that’s exactly what he’d call the words that had just come out of his mouth.

      She smiled up at him and it wasn’t shy or coy. She knew exactly what she was doing to him. “Then unwrap me.”

      “I got in trouble for that line earlier.”

      “Stop arguing and get me naked,” she demanded, a threat of desperate want taking her voice lower.

      Now who was teetering on the edge? Time to see just how far he could push her. It was only fair in this kind of negotiation.

      “But where to start?” Still standing at the bottom of the bed, he leaned forward and traced a finger down her calf to her ankle before wrapping his hand around the back of her high heels and lifting her leg in the air. “Here?” Her breath stilled as he pretended to focus all his concentration on the black shoe. “No, I think I want you to leave them on. They’ll even out the height difference later when I have you naked and pressed up against the window.” Keeping her leg aloft, he trailed the fingers of his other hand up from her ankle to the sensitive flesh of her inner thigh and continued north until he hit the hem of her dress. “Here?” He brushed his thumb over the edge of the material. “Nah. You’ve been teasing me with this for so long that I think it’s only fair to torment you back until you’re begging me to slide your dress up your hips.” He wasn’t sure which reaction made him harder, the narrowing of her eyes when she realized there was a negotiation ahead, or the way her sweet mouth opened in surprise when he dropped her leg without fanfare, bent down over her, and grabbed her by the hips. “So where does that lead? Oh, that’s right.” Fast as a blink, he flipped her over onto her stomach and followed up the move by slowly lowering her zipper a few inches before stopping, loving her frustrated groan. “Yes. I want to unwrap you from behind.”

      By the time he’d gotten the zipper all the way down, his entire body was hard and demanding attention. A skinny river of her creamy flesh lay exposed to his hungry gaze where the zipper lay open. He caught a flash of her bra’s bright blue color and a dusting of pale peach freckles along her spine that led his attention lower to the initial rise of her completely bare and succulent ass.

      “Why, Clover Lee.” He glided a finger across the swell of one cheek. “I’m shocked at your brazenness.”

      “Liar,” she said, turning her head to look back at him as she wiggled her ass at him like a red flag at a bull. “If anything, you’re totally turned on by it. The next time we go out you’ll wonder the entire time if I’m wearing any panties.”

      She was right and, no doubt, she knew it. Fuck, he was already going through every moment he’d seen her before and wondering if she’d been wearing underwear then. It was blissful torment, but nothing compared to having the woman ready, wanting, and half dressed in the middle of his bed.

      “Guess that just means I’ll always have to check before we go out.”

      The white, black, and red lines of a tattoo on her right cheek peeked out from under her dress. He hooked a finger around the material and pulled the unzipped opening wider, revealing an unmistakable cartoon kitten. It stopped him dead in his lusty tracks. He didn’t know what he’d been expecting, but this wasn’t it.

      “Hello Kitty?”

      “A youthful indiscretion.”

      Now that he could believe. Probably a spur of the moment adventure, the kind that sounded so good at the time when you didn’t think about a lifetime with a cartoon tattoo on your ass. “I can’t wait to hear all about it, but there’s something else I want to hear first.”

      “What?”

      He slid his hands up the outside of her thighs, catching the hem of her dress and shoving it higher and higher until it was over her ass. Maybe it was on instinct or maybe it was because she wanted to hurry him along, but she spread her legs, giving him a front row seat to one of the wonders of the world. When he moved his hands again—this time cupping the back of her legs, letting his thumbs caress her inner thighs as he moved higher—it wasn’t in determination or dominance, but in reverence. Her skin was soft beneath his touch. Silky. Smooth. Addictive. And when he brushed against her swollen folds, they were wet with need—for him, for what they were going to do. Releasing the breath he hadn’t realized he was holding, he brushed the pad of his thumb against her core.

      Her answering moan nearly undid him.

      “I wanted to hear that.” He licked the taste of her off his thumb. “Just as sweet as I imagined in the shower. Do you know what I was fantasizing about doing to you while I jerked off?”

      Her eyes were closed, her mouth open slightly, and her words came out breathy, “Tell me.”

      “No.” His hand went to the few still fastened buttons on his shirt. “I’m going to show you.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      Lying on her stomach, her breaths coming in shaky bursts, Clover’s world turned electric. Every nerve. Every breath. Every touch. Everything was supercharged.

      She squeezed her eyes shut. The sensation of Sawyer’s fingers as they traced long, lazy patterns across the very farthest outreaches of her wet folds, over the curves of her butt, up and down the sensitive back of her thighs, was almost too much. Adding sight would overwhelm her. Just the glimpse she’d had of him as he’d stripped off his shirt in a determined rush, followed up by kicking off his shoes and stepping out of his pants had her squirming. Her attempt to roll over onto her back and fully enjoy the show had been met with a firm smack on her ass and a practically growled order to stay exactly where she was.

      Sawyer was as silent now as the first moment he’d touched her desire-dampened flesh. Was that a minute ago? Five? Eternity? She had no fucking clue. All she knew was that she was lying face down in the middle of his bed—her dress up around her waist and her heels still on—drowning in tormented desire. Even if she wanted to, she didn’t think she’d be able to stop the nonsensical pleas and sighs of pleasure with every downward stroke, slow circle, and exploring thrust of his devastatingly talented fingers.

      Fisting the red sheets in her hand, another moan escaped as he slipped two fingers, crossed as if making a promise, inside her and slid them forward and back against her most sensitive spots. His thumb never left contact with her clit. He didn’t rotate the nub. He didn’t rub it. He maintained just the right amount of pressure to keep her strung tight and yearning.

      “Sawyer,” she cried out, pressing her face into the sheets.

      “What do you want?” Calm. Patient. Ready to drag it out forever. He twisted his fingers inside her, turning them enough that they rubbed against the bundle of nerves inside her entrance.

      Too far gone to process the words, all she could do was balance on the boundary of pleasure and pain. “More.”

      In and out, this way and that, he played her desire, propelling it—propelling her—toward climax but refusing to do what it took to send her over into oblivion. The bastard. Even without looking at him, she knew he was doing it on purpose. A little payback for teasing him in the elevator? Probably.

      “Be specific.” He squeezed her ass with his massive hand, each strong finger marking her—not in a way that left bruises, at least not the kind you could see. “What do you want?”

      Specific? How could she be that when her world was coming apart in brief flashes of ecstasy? But she dug deep, found the words. “I want to come.”

      “Already?” He had the balls to laugh while she was reduced to begging. “We just started.”

      “Please.” Shame didn’t have a place when she was this close to orgasm.

      For the first time, he moved his thumb, a slow, easy circle around her aching clit. “Are you conceding this negotiation?”

      The yes was almost past her lips before she clamped her mouth shut. Negotiation. She smiled despite her body’s mounting frustration. The man did love to play his games.

      Flinging her hair over her shoulder she looked back at him, keeping her gaze on his face, for going any lower would be akin to dancing with the devil. “What do I get for conceding?”

      “Everything.” Even with his glasses still on, it was impossible to miss the cocky assurance in his eyes.

      Her pulse went into overdrive, responding to his confidence, his control. “Big promises.”

      “I always deliver.” Another deliberate turn around her clit.

      The urge to close her eyes, sink into the bed, and let wave after wave of sensation flow over her beckoned like a promise. She would drown or she would float—either option would be better than this blissful hell. But she couldn’t. It just wasn’t in her to give in—not easily and definitely not in the middle of a negotiation.

      It took pulling from reserves she didn’t know she had, but she did, putting as much strength in her voice as she could muster. “If that’s the truth, then an act of good faith to show you’re sincere shouldn’t be a problem.”

      The corners of his lips curled into a sexy smirk as he took off his glasses, folding them closed with a distinct click and tossing them on top of the nearby dresser. “What do you have in mind?”

      “Make me come.” A demand. A plea. A challenge he couldn’t resist.

      “It’s not nice to doubt a lover,” he said, hooking his arm under her hips and hoisting her high in the air while her knees were pressed against the mattress so she was completely open and exposed to his view.

      Looking over her shoulder, she noted that he didn’t look offended. He looked turned on, hungry—her gaze dipped lower—hard and ready. A shiver of want started with her core clenching and worked its way up her spine.

      “Who said I did?”

      His free hand came down on her ass, caressing it before dipping between her legs. “Challenge accepted.”

      There was no tease this time. No soft, barely-there touches. He was as sure and commanding with her body as he was with everything else. His fingers filled her, sliding in and out, as he worked his thumb on her clit, rolling and rotating around the bundle of nerves that had become the center of her universe. Every rotation of her hips. Every turn of his wrist as he played with her. Every silent touch that screamed with pleasure. Her flesh was so wet, so ready for him, that every brush of his skin against hers set off waves of sensation so intense she pressed her face into the bedding to muffle the moans she couldn’t stop herself from making. The tingling started in her thighs, spreading outward in minutes at first before rushing at light speed. Her entire body contracted as she came, screaming into the sheets.

      Blood thundering in her ears, she took a deep breath and sighed as the world fell back into place. The only thing holding her up was Sawyer’s arm under her hips. She was deadweight at that moment, but he didn’t complain. Glancing back at him, she couldn’t help but let out a soft chuckle. The cocky bastard was rolling on a condom and staring at her as if he’d just painted the Mona Lisa, built the Leaning Tower of Pisa, and paddled a one-man canoe down the Amazon. He was incorrigible—and he’d kept his end of the bargain. Now she had to keep hers.

      “I concede.”

      Before she even had a chance to take in a breath, he’d lifted her into the air and set her down on her feet in front of him. She braced a hand on his unyielding chest to steady herself and took her first full look at the breathtaking package that was Sawyer Carlyle. His suits hadn’t been lying. Broad shoulders. A wide, muscular chest dusted with light brown hair. Narrow, football player hips with the strong legs to go with them. Unable to deny herself any longer, she let her gaze go to the cock she’d felt all too briefly in the hotel supply closet. Her mouth went dry. Full. Heavy. Long. And oh so happy to see her.

      “Like what you see?” he asked before whipping her dress off over her head and making fast work of her bra.

      “Very much,” she said, running her fingers across the most unexpected tattoo.

      “Good.”

      His fingers clamped around her wrist and he spun her around before half propelling, half carrying her to the floor-to-ceiling window overlooking the city and pressed her palms flat against it.

      “Exhibitionist much?” she asked, her heartbeat racing as she leaned forward and let her hard nipples brush against the cool glass.

      “I don’t care about who can see us, but I want to see it all while I’m inside you.” He stood behind her, the almost overwhelming heat from his body seeping into hers. “I want you to have the whole vast world in your sights when you come again, squeezing my dick and calling my name.”

      Oh God, his words gave her a bigger rush than any of her previous adventures. If this was what she had to look forward to over the next several weeks, she was going to hold on and enjoy the hell out of the ride before it ended. Watching his reflection in the window, she spread her legs and tilted her ass higher in the air. He didn’t need more of an invitation. Hands grasping her hips, holding her steady, he thrust inside her in one long, slow slide that had her gasping for breath even as she undulated against him.

      He let out an almost pained groan. “Fuck, Clover.”

      “My thoughts exactly.” Hard. Fast. Slow. Soft. She didn’t care. She just wanted it all. Now.

      “Oh, don’t worry.” He withdrew all but the tip of his hard cock. “I will.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      Sawyer clenched his jaw tight and took a deep breath as he fought for control. The way things were going, he wouldn’t have any molars left by the end of the night. It was a sacrifice he was willing to make if it meant seeing Clover come apart again. She’d lost herself in the moment and had almost taken him with her, like some kind of teenager with his first girlfriend.

      He tried to focus his attention on the high-rises that dotted the skyline so he could calm the urge to surge back into her and let go. The buildings, the big picture of Harbor City, couldn’t hold his attention, though, not with Clover here. The smooth lines of her back as she arched her spine fascinated him. The round curve of her hips that seemed to fit perfectly in his grasp was mesmerizing. The welcoming slick warmth of her stole his ability to consider anything else but her—even when he was barely inside her.

      She tried to push back against him, but he held her firm.

      Letting out a frustrated huff, she let her head drop so her forehead rested against the window. “Don’t you dare tease me anymore.”

      “Who me?” As if he had the ability to do that anymore. He was praying for strength not to give in to all she offered, because once he sheathed himself again he knew without a doubt that it was going to be hard, fast, and fucking amazing.

      “Yes, you and your go-slow-until-she’s-stupid plan.”

      A bead of sweat ran down his neck as he fought not to thrust into her. Not yet. “It worked.”

      “Fuck yeah it did,” she said with a soft laugh, which made her core squeeze the tip of his cock.

      All the color bled out of his world as pleasure shot through him and his balls tightened. Fuck he was close. He ground another few millimeters off his molars and pulled back from the point of no coming back.

      “If I go hard, I won’t be able to go for as long as I want,” he said, his gaze on the reflection of her beautiful face in the window.

      She raised an eyebrow. “Are you trying to tell me that your nickname should be Mr. One and Done?”

      “Hell no.”

      “Then fuck me and we’ll go slow next time.”

      She didn’t have to ask twice. His control evaporated so thoroughly it was if it had never existed. He drove into her, claiming her as his. The moment he was as deep as he could go something primal woke up in him, recognizing something in Clover that Sawyer couldn’t pinpoint but knew was there, intangible and undeniable. After that, it was as if the moment controlled both of them. She met his every thrust, giving as good as she got, rotating her hips and pushing against him to drive him in farther, until they were one unit pursuing and chasing their climaxes together. The sound of their bodies slapping together filled the room along with hard breaths and desperate moans. She was close, he could feel it with every push forward so he slid one hand around her hip and glided it down her soft folds to her clit. She bucked against his touch. So sensitive and responsive.

      “Yes, that’s it,” she panted. “Right there. Please.”

      Denying her wasn’t something he was going to do. Putting one finger on each side of her clit, he rubbed against the bundle of nerves in time with each hard, deep thrust of his cock until she came screaming his name and squeezing him tight inside her. One more thrust and he followed behind her, his orgasm hitting him with the power of a six-ton truck.

      When the world slowly came back into focus, he still had an arm tight around Clover’s waist, helping her to stand. For his part, two things were holding him upright at the moment: his hand planted against the window and sheer fucking will not to look like a wimp in front of the woman who’d just rocked his world.

      “Bed,” he managed to get out.

      “Yes,” she answered in a half-asleep whisper.

      Separating them only long enough to roll off the condom and dispose of it in a nearby trash can, he then picked her up in his arms and crossed the room to his bed. It wasn’t a place where the women he had sex with spent the night. He wasn’t an asshole about it, but the women he dated knew the score going in. So did Clover. This was an arrangement, a little fun. He should take her to her room. It was just down the very long hallway. She had her own bed where the sheets were probably cold, maybe itchy for all he knew. And anyway, they hadn’t specifically negotiated sleeping arrangements. In his arms, Clover sighed and snuggled against him, nestling her head against his shoulder.

      Fuck it. She was staying with him.

      He lowered her to the bed and climbed in behind her, pulling her close to keep her warm. It was the gentlemanly thing to do. Anyway, he wanted to be there when she woke up and wanted round two. Plus, she felt really good—which ran a far second to not getting stuck with the nickname Mr. One and Done. It did. Really. Sure of his reasoning, Sawyer let his eyes fall closed and drifted off to sleep with Clover in his arms.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            13

          

        

      

    

    
      A week later, Sawyer sat at his desk in his home office catching up on a morning of missed work, thanks to his second ever trip to the flea market and reread the same email for the third time without comprehending a single word. Too much of his attention was focused on the strange noises coming from the general direction of his living room. By the time the second loud bang sounded—followed by a muffled groan, what had to be a curse in another language, and a shouted promise from Clover that she was all right—he shut the lid of his laptop and got up. He wasn’t going to get a damn thing done until he figured out what in the world was going on.

      Walking down the hall, he found a pile of deliveries from Dylan’s Department Store. Included among the sexy date-night dresses that showed just enough skin to tantalize and work-appropriate dresses in bright colors and patterns that had probably never been seen before in Carlyle Tower was a pair of heavy-duty hiking boots. He stopped and studied the boots. Since Clover wasn’t going to any construction sites, they had to be for her Australia trip.

      After a quick glance toward the balcony where he could hear her cursing again, he grabbed the boots and carried them to the hall closet and shoved them in the back on the very top shelf next to another pair that had been delivered a few days earlier.

      It wasn’t like she was going any time soon, and so he’d rather have the big picture showing exactly what he envisioned right now. There was nothing more to it than that. No reason to overthink it. They were just boots.

      He found Clover out on the balcony and almost swallowed his tongue, but not before he could offer a quiet thank you to whoever had invented yoga pants and tank tops. Her tight black pants molded perfectly to the curve of the ass he’d worshiped last night and every night for the past week. His cock twitched against his thigh and his brain was already working out if the potted bushes the decorator had placed at strategic positions on the balcony would block the neighbors’ view, because all he wanted at the moment was to peel her yoga pants down, spread her legs, and fuck her until they were both blind.

      She looked up and spotted him. “Perfect timing,” she said as she rolled the heavy, rusted-out wreck of a metal medical tray out onto a newspaper covered section of the balcony.

      “For what?” He had ideas. Lots of them.

      She held out a white dust mask, the kind that was held in place by a rubber band that went around your head.

      Oh no. Not happening. Not in this lifetime.

      He crossed the threshold out onto the balcony but stopped well clear of the monstrosity they’d gotten at the flea market the previous week. “I didn’t agree to this.”

      “Of course you did.” She leaned forward over the cart and brushed off a piece of flaking paint—the move giving him an eyeful of her hard-on inducing cleavage—and winked at him before straightening back up. “It’s totally on the napkin.”

      He could almost hear the snap and fizz that was his mental synapses short circuiting as the more primal part of his brain took over—the one that concerned itself with fucking or fighting. Scratch that. It was only concerned with fucking which, judging by the knowing little smirk on her face, she knew. Another negotiation tactic? That wasn’t fair. Well, if she was going to sink to that level, he really didn’t have any other choice but to do the same.

      “I remember writing down going to the flea market,” he said, reaching behind his neck and pulling off his T-shirt as he strolled over to the chaise lounge. Feeling her gaze on him as sure as a touch, he sat down on the chair, stretched out his legs, and put his hands behind his head. “I never wrote anything down about going to DIY hell.”

      “What do you think the flea market is all about?” She tossed the dust mask at him and it landed in the middle of his bare chest. “You’re going to need this.”

      He picked up the mask, making sure to flex his biceps as he held up the not heavy item and examined it as if it was even a tenth as interesting as the hungry look on her face right now. “Explain to me again why I would rather refinish that crap cart when we could entertain each other in much better ways?”

      With one hand on her cocked out hip, she tried for intimidating but all he saw was hot-chick-he-wanted-naked and soon. She must have noticed that because her eyes narrowed and she got that stubborn tilt to her chin that he’d started looking forward to seeing more than he probably should.

      “Don’t tell me you’re the kind of guy who welches on his promises.”

      “I believe I did everything you wanted last night.” The fact that either of them could walk today was damn close to a miracle.

      Her blush was immediate and only a shade or two off scarlet. “Enough stalling, Mr. Ego. Put on the mask and help me sand this thing down.”

      “God, I wish that was a euphemism,” he muttered, but he got up and put on the stupid mask and walked over to the cart.

      She handed him the steel wool and got to work with a paint scraper. They worked together, she’d scrape off the paint and he’d follow up with the steel wool to sand down the edges between the paint layers. It had been working pretty much the same in his office at Carlyle Tower. She’d claimed his conference table and had gone to work diving into the Singapore project proposal and pointing out areas where a few tweaks here and there in the language or his approach could make a difference. So far, it was working. They had a follow-up dinner meeting with Mr. Lim in a week, which is exactly what he was prepping for when he got suckered into pretending to be someone on one of the HGTV shows Clover loved.

      Thirty minutes later, finally finished removing decades of paint, he stood up and stretched his back, barely managing to stop a self-satisfied smirk when he caught her checking him out. “Why are we doing this if you’re just going to paint over it?”

      “Because if you don’t get the little things right in the beginning, it’ll just fuck up your results in the end.” She laid the paint scraper down on the cart’s top shelf, took off her mask, and dropped her fingers to the waistband of her yoga pants.

      He went from having a semi just from being in the same breathing space to a full-on steel rod in a heartbeat. She was fucking with him. No doubt about it. Good thing he gave as good as he got—in and out of bed. He yanked off the dust mask and dropped it before circling around the cart until he stood behind her. He didn’t touch her. That’s what she expected.

      “Those are some deep thoughts,” he continued on, walking back to the chaise lounge and sitting down, resting his hands on his abs and closing his eyes. “So much so that I’m going on break to think about them.”

      The sound of steps growing closer, followed by the unmistakable sound of her clothes hitting the floor—at least that’s what his lust-soaked imagination said it was—made his breath catch. Keeping his eyes closed and his hands to himself was murder with her so close, but he knew how negotiations like this worked. He gave her an inch and she’d take all seven—shit, what was he thinking because that sounded pretty fucking awesome. But before he could do anything, she straddled him and brought his hands to her—damn—still clothed hips.

      She leaned forward, her hair tickling his neck and nipped his earlobe. “Somebody has to show you how the world works at the ground level.”

      “And you’re the woman for the job, huh?” He tightened his grip, hooking his thumbs into the inside of her waistband.

      “Exactly,” she said as she rocked against him.

      Unable to take it anymore, he opened his eyes. Her face was right above his. Her eyes were hazy and her lips parted. Oh hell. Forget negotiating, teasing, tormenting, or whatever they were doing right now. He’d had enough.

      Adjusting his hold on her hips, he picked her up and swung her over his shoulder as he got up and headed back inside. “Too bad I have another job for you right now.”

      And he couldn’t wait to outline exactly what he wanted from her. After all, turnabout was fair play.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Sitting in the back of the cab by herself, Clover finished typing up a follow-up email about the boots she’d ordered not being delivered. It was weird. She’d order a few dresses, maybe some lingerie, and the boots. Everything always arrived but the boots. Right about now she could really use those boots as a physical reminder that the date to leave for Australia was getting ever closer, because the more time she spent with Sawyer, the harder it was getting to remember that fact—and she desperately needed to.

      Trying her best to ignore the way her gut twisted at the thought, she shoved her phone into her purse, slipped the cab driver a twenty, and bounded out of the cab, eager for a killer Vito’s pineapple shake. Okay, and for the company of a certain someone who had been the reason why she hadn’t gotten a good night’s sleep in two and a half weeks. Not that she was complaining—because she definitely was not, but there was no denying her caffeine intake had dramatically increased.

      She pushed open the door and walked into the diner, but instead of the tinkling from the bell attached to the door, the sound of a dozen barking dogs froze her to the spot.

      “Don’t just stand there, close the door and flip the open sign to closed,” Donna said from her usual spot behind the counter, her ever-present gray updo transformed into a high ponytail.

      Clover did as asked, despite the fact that she was trying to process the scene in front of her. Sawyer sat in their usual booth looking happy-hour hot with his suit jacket gone, his collar unbuttoned, and his navy-striped tie hanging loose around his neck. However, where Clover usually sat across from him was the biggest poodle she’d ever seen. White, massive, and with the yes-I’m-judging-you look that only standard poodles could really carry off. The dog had a blinged out collar that read: Vito. If one dog in the diner had given the health department a fit, the fact that there were twelve—most of which were wearing party hats and seated at the booths along with their owners—would have made the inspector keel over.

      She hustled past the panting dogs and their owners, who were seemingly oblivious to the serious weirdness of the moment as they talked amongst themselves, and slid into the booth beside Sawyer. “What’s going on?”

      “Vito’s having a birthday party.”

      “We were invited to a dog party?”

      “No, I didn’t know it was happening, but when I showed up as Donna was closing up she said we could stay,” he said, before taking a bite of an extra salty fry. “The thing is, we have to share a booth with Vito.”

      She stole one of his fries and had it halfway to her mouth when Vito let out a low growl. The dog had its own plate of fries in front of it. Wait. She looked closer. Nope. They were fry-shaped dog biscuits. Vito didn’t seem interested though as he watched her purloined fry as if she’d snagged it from his dish.

      “I’ve never been to a dog’s birthday party before,” she said.

      “What?” Sawyer asked in mock surprise. “The woman who milked snakes has never been to something as pedestrian as a canine celebration?”

      “Smart-ass.” Ignoring the dirty look and lazy growl from Vito, she popped the fry into her mouth. “I don’t think he likes me.”

      “Maybe because he is a she.” Sawyer slung his arm over the back of the booth and twisted a strand of her hair around his fingers.

      Without thinking about it she relaxed back into his embrace, feeling like she belonged there in a way she didn’t want to delve too deeply into. In a few weeks she’d be on her way to Australia to help the endangered Rock Wallabies and he’d be off changing Singapore’s skyline. Their paths couldn’t be any more different. This was a fun diversion, a mini-adventure, nothing more—so analyzing it instead of just enjoying the moment while it lasted wouldn’t do a damn bit of good.

      Vito picked that moment to emit another half-hearted growl.

      “A girl, huh? That would explain it,” Clover said.

      “What?” he asked.

      “Even Vito is a candidate to be the next Mrs. Carlyle.” She stole another fry. “God help you if your mom finds out.”

      “If I buy you an extra-large pineapple shake and an order of your own fries, will you keep your mouth shut about it?” he asked before feeding her a fry.

      “Bahaya,” she mumbled.

      Vito cocked her head to one side.

      Sawyer chuckled. “What does that mean?”

      It meant danger because that’s the exact zone she was flying into without a parachute, but she wasn’t about to admit that.

      So she lied. “Consider me bribed.”

      The fry in her mouth turned to sawdust.

      
        
        …

      

      

      “You’d better not be eating all the popcorn,” Sawyer demanded two days later as he walked into the living room with two cold beers after successfully hiding another pair of hiking boots. If he didn’t learn to control that urge, he was going to end up paying for a dozen pairs that were stuffed into one secret place or another in his penthouse.

      Clover froze, a handful of popcorn halfway to her mouth. “The bowl was extra full, it would have spilled everywhere and ruined your couch.”

      “Likely story,” he said, sitting down next to her. He put the beers on the coffee table and grabbed the remote before she picked something horrible for movie night.

      She snuggled up next to him, moving into the same position they ended up in whenever they were in one of her HGTV marathons. “So you’re really not willing to play rock, paper, scissors for the right to pick the movie?”

      “Hell no.” Clover was hot. She rocked his world. But he could not take another mini-marathon of Flea Market Flip. “You’ve suckered me into fixing up that stupid bar cart.”

      She snorted. “Talk all you want, I know you had fun.”

      “It was total misery, which is why I get to pick the movie.”

      “Whatever you say, Mr. Stuffikins.”

      Like a smart man, he kept his mouth shut and flipped through the list of streaming movies. Truth was, he’d had fun renovating the cart. She’d made it fun, teasing him about how someone whose company built skyscrapers had never used a paint spray gun before. The finished cart was in the living room, a bright red splash of color in his otherwise black and metallic room, drawing his attention the same way as the woman in his arms had started to do.

      Per usual, the listed movies picked because of his watching history fell into two distinct categories: shit blows up and RomComs. He was about to swap over to the explosion side of things when one of his favorites popped on the screen.

      “We could watch this. There’s fencing, fighting, torture, revenge, giants, monsters, chases, escapes, true love, and miracles.”

      She twisted around and looked up at him, her eyes wide. “Did you just quote The Princess Bride?”

      Well, there was no use denying it now, but the expected embarrassment didn’t hit. Like almost everything else when it came to Clover, that reaction was unexpected. He hit play on the movie. “I have a thing.”

      “Oh no way, I want all the dirty details.” She picked up both beers, kept one and handed him the other.

      As the opening credits played on the movie, he took a long drink. “Do I get to take you home tonight even after I spill my secrets and you know I love watching old RomComs?”

      Her answer was a quick brush of her lips against his. “If you don’t, there’ll be hell to pay.”

      That soft kiss turned into another and another and another until the man in black was climbing the Cliffs of Insanity before Clover pulled away and grabbed the popcorn and then settled back down snuggled against him.

      “We’re gonna miss the movie,” she said.

      “Life is pain. Anyone who says differently is selling something,” he paraphrased another of his favorite lines.

      But the thing was, since Clover had walked into his office and become his personal buffer, his life had lost that black tinge of pain that he hadn’t even realized had been there. The question was, would it come back when their contract was up, and did he even want to find out?
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      Normally, a brunch trip to Grounded Coffee with Daphne meant Clover rushed to claim the seat at their regular table that would give her the perfect view of the coffee house’s amazingly hot in-house pastry chef as he made the chocolate-filled croissants and other goodies destined to go straight to her ass. This time, though, she didn’t even realize she was sitting with her back to the large window dividing the kitchen from the seating area until Daphne slid into prime viewing seat number one and dug into her food.

      “Oh my God.” Daphne gasped, her forkful of bacon and spinach quiche stopping halfway between her plate and her mouth. “It really must be love.”

      Trying not the burn with guilt, Clover finished the bite of taste-free and chalky croissant. Okay, it probably tasted wonderful but not to her at the moment. The evil eye her conscience was giving her pretty much killed any good the delectable could do for her taste buds.

      “What are you talking about?” she asked, sounding as convincingly innocent as she had when she’d been eight and had gotten caught with the last crumbs of an entire plate’s worth of Christmas cookies.

      “Hot chef,” Daphne responded. “You didn’t even look before you plopped down.”

      Buying time by stuffing another bite of flaky, buttery chalk dust into her mouth, she forced herself to make eye contact with her best friend. Daphne had her elbows on their table and her chin propped up on one hand, her brown eyes wide with interest.

      “I’m just keeping the mystery alive for our friendship.” Oh yeah, Clover. That doesn’t sound like bullshit at all. “What fun would it be if you knew everything about me?”

      “Like that game is even necessary,” Daphne argued and popped another bite of quiche into her mouth. “I’ve barely heard from you lately and this is the first time I’ve laid eyes on you in weeks.”

      “It’s been a little busy.” In a hot, sweaty sex against the wall, in the shower, and occasionally on the bed kind of way.

      Daphne arched an eyebrow. “All that wedding planning, huh?”

      What once had probably been a perfectly good croissant transformed into a lead weight in the pit of her stomach. God, she hated lying. This was why she’d been dodging her bestie and her mom. It was easier to forget what a total asshole she was being to the people she loved if she wasn’t eye to eye with them. The truth danced on the tip of her tongue before pounding against her clamped shut lips. But instead of letting the words out, she forced herself to walk the Sawyer Carlyle personal buffer company line.

      “Exactly.” She nodded and slammed back the remains of her espresso cup, kind of for real hoping it would make her spontaneously combust on the spot.

      It didn’t. Instead, she just gave her insides third degree burns.

      “That is bullshit,” Daphne said.

      Clover jerked to attention, torn away from her own pity party.

      Daphne rolled her eyes and continued. “I know you’re not getting married.”

      “According to the paper I am.” Mostly true. Heart rate? Autobahn fast.

      “Where’s the ring?” Daphne asked.

      “I don’t have one.” Her palms started to sweat.

      “Does he dress left or right?” her best friend asked in a rush and a wicked little grin.

      “Left.” Totally true. Also, her lying-induced anxiety was making her stomach cramp up.

      “Middle name?”

      She gulped. “Charles.” It could be Charles. It also just happened to be the name of the guy who’d taken their brunch order.

      “Favorite breakfast food?”

      “Waffles.” At least that’s what Sawyer loved to pop in the toaster for post-coital refreshment—a mental image she didn’t need when her pulse was already jackhammering in her ears.

      Daphne took a sip of coffee and looking bored all of a sudden asked, “When are you leaving for Australia?”

      “Two and a half weeks.” Finally, one she didn’t have to mislead about.

      “Called it!” Daphne raised her arm and pumped her fist. “The whole engagement is bullshit. So what’s the real story?”

      Oh crap. If she was getting married, there would be no Australia.

      Figuratively cornered by Daphne’s eyes and the power of long-term friendship, her cheeks blazed, her heart slammed against her ribs, and the words rushed out—along with some very unfortunately timed stress tears.

      “Just because I’m still going to Australia doesn’t mean the engagement is fake or that I’m dodging my mom’s calls because I hate lying to her or that I’ve been making myself stay away from you guys because I knew you’d figure out the truth.” Breaths coming in short gasps, she looked down at the napkin she’d shredded without realizing it and grabbed a fresh one from the dispenser on the table to dry her cheeks and wipe her runny nose. Damn. She did not mean for all of that to come out. Maybe it hadn’t. If she prayed hard enough maybe it had only happened in her head. She glanced up at Daphne, and she was staring at her with mouth agape. Nope. She’d definitely said it out loud. “Tae.”

      “I don’t know what that last word was,” Daphne said, “and I’m still processing the rest.”

      “It means shit in Tagalog.” Which was the best possible word for what she’d just said because there would be no stopping the interrogation that was going to happen next.

      “Okay, let me get this straight.” Her friend took a quick sip of coffee. “You’re not engaged?”

      Clover shook her head. “No.”

      “Thank God,” she said and sank back against her seat. “I thought you’d lost your fucking mind or had joined a cult.”

      “None of the above.” She reached for her espresso with hands that didn’t shake for the first time since she’d arrived at Grounded Coffee. “I’m Sawyer’s personal buffer.”

      “You’re a fluffer?” Daphne asked in a stage whisper. “Like in porn?”

      “No!” Clover said, perhaps a bit too forcefully considering the looks they got from some of the people sitting near their table. “Mierda.”

      Great. Let’s just add making a public fool of yourself to everything else.

      She offered the strangers a smile—a perfectly polite response if she’d been in small town Sparksville, but one that only elicited confused and wary reactions from the good people of Harbor City who learned from birth not to acknowledge each other. The only benefit of that being that they all very quickly turned back to their own tables.

      Daphne leaned in close and lowered her voice, “You’re having sex with him, though.”

      “What makes you say that?” And there went what little remained of her napkin.

      “Because if you weren’t you would have just straight denied it,” she said, bold as brass. “Face it, Clover, you can’t keep shit from me—obviously, since it took about ten minutes to break you. Don’t ever turn to a life of crime. You’d suck at it.”

      And didn’t she know it. “Noted.”

      “So what’s the real deal?”

      Glancing over at the other tables to make sure no one was listening, Clover scooted her chair closer, relief at finally being able to talk to someone loosening the tension tying her guts in a knot. “You can’t tell anyone. Ever.”

      “Goodie. That means this is gonna be good.” Daphne held out her hand to the middle of the table and held out her pinkie. “I solemnly swear I’ll keep my big mouth shut. Spill.”

      Clover couldn’t help but grin. It was a sign of unity they’d developed one night years ago in their freshman dorm after half a dozen too many cheap beers. Still, the silly action represented them and their unrelenting loyalty. So she held her hand aloft, finger pointing, and touched her pinkie to Daphne’s. Then, she told her everything—minus all the glorious naked details. By the time she got to the end, Daphne had been rendered silent.

      “So in a few weeks, we break off the engagement, he finalizes some big deal and gets his mom to cool her matchmaking efforts, and I jet off to Australia fifteen grand richer,” Clover said. “We both walk away happy.”

      She relaxed back against her seat, able to enjoy hanging out with Daphne without any weird I’m-lying-my-face-off guilt eating away at her. A lightness filled her, happy and content. All was right with the world. However, judging by the expression on Daphne’s face, she wasn’t feeling the same.

      Finally, Daphne spoke up, “But you’re sleeping with him.”

      Okay, this was an obvious misunderstanding, but Clover had this one down. “It’s not like I’m an employee, and he’s not paying me for that. It’s just for fun.”

      One of her eyebrows popped up practically to her blond hairline. “Uh-huh.”

      Clover stiffened, indignation zapping up her spine. “What’s that mean?”

      “Well…” Daphne paused, pushing the broken pieces of crust from her quiche around her plate. “You’re not exactly a casual sex kinda girl even with your obsession with new experiences.”

      “I’m not a prude.” And why was she having to defend herself? It was her life.

      “You can take the girl out of Sparksville,” Daphne said. “But you can’t take Sparksville out of the girl.”

      Her chest tightened and Clover pressed her lips together before she said something she’d regret later. Daphne was her friend. Her best friend. They’d disagreed before. They’d disagree again. But that didn’t change the fact that they were always there for each other. It’s just this time, Daphne didn’t understand. Taking a deep breath, she counted to five before letting it all out in a slow exhale.

      “It’s just sex,” she said, her voice calmer than she felt. “It’s not like I’m falling in love with him. We just hang out. Did I tell you we renovated a flea market find into a bar cart?”

      “He went with you to the flea market?” Daphne squeaked out the question.

      Clover relaxed, thankful her attempt to change the subject worked. She could understand why. When she pictured the Sawyer Carlyle from the paparazzi photos and news clips, she had to admit it sounded ridiculous. But there was more to him than just the skyscrapers and the fancy parties—maybe more than even he realized.

      “Yeah, we do all sorts of stuff together,” she said. “I’ve been spending my days at his office helping him with his proposal for a deal in Singapore. You don’t even want to know what kind of cultural missteps he was making.”

      “What else do you do?” Daphne asked. “Dinner out?”

      “Of course, we have to make the fake engagement look good.” The fact that the past month and a half had been a complete blast had nothing to do with it. That was just gravy. Honest. “There are dinners, cocktail parties, the flea market, and movie nights in—he has a total thing for old RomComs—don’t ever tell him I told you his darkest secret.”

      “But it’s all fake,” her friend said.

      Ouch. That hurt. “As a three-dollar bill,” Clover said with enough cheer to cover whatever was pinching her between the shoulder blades.

      “And you’re 100 percent positive of that?” Daphne asked, concern bleeding through so there was no doubt it wasn’t judgment motivating her friend but worry.

      The realization settled what was left of the apprehension stringing her tight, and she smiled at her bestie.

      “Of course,” she said. “I’m not morphing into my mother with dreams of a happy little life of domestic bliss where all I want is to fall in love. I have a life to lead and adventures to have.”

      “As long as you’re sure…” Daphne let her worlds trail off.

      “I am,” she said with a conviction she almost felt. “Now tell me everything I’ve missed.”

      There was a beat of silence before Daphne started in on the latest shenanigans of their fuckboy neighbor down the hall and his ludicrous attempts to flirt with her. Clover listened and laughed without once wondering what Sawyer was up to—well, maybe once.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Something was missing—or to be more specific, someone was missing. Sawyer looked over to the conference table where Clover had left four neatly stacked rows of research on the construction market in Singapore in general and Mr. Lim’s luxury apartment business specifically before going out for an early lunch with her friend. He had plenty to do, but his attention kept traveling back to the empty chair at the end of the conference table. With each look, each wondered question about what she was doing right now, he got more and more annoyed with himself. So much that the sudden appearance of his mom in his doorway filled him with a sort of twisted joy. A little mother-son battle? Oh yeah, he could make time for that today.

      Helene stopped two steps into his office and glanced back over her shoulder. “Stop acting like I’m holding a gun to your head and get in here.”

      Sawyer’s stomach roiled. His mom he was glad to see, even if she brought nothing but headaches and Irish-Catholic guilt. But a wife candidate? Yeah, he was definitely not in the mood for that. He had his mouth open ready to tell her to leave her latest eligible bachelorette cooling her heels outside when his brother walked in.

      “So this is what this floor looks like,” Hudson said, looking around the office as if it were an exotic locale. “I usually don’t make it past the cafeteria level. Mrs. Esposito always saves a couple of cookies for me.”

      “We are not here to discuss cookies,” Helene said, continuing her march forward.

      “Just one in particular,” Hudson said in a 40s gangster voice. “How is your bride-to-be?”

      Maybe a wife candidate would be preferable to whatever these two had in mind. Sawyer bit back his groan but refused to sink back against his seat. One did not cower in front of Helene Carlyle unless one wanted to be eaten. So he steeled his spine, flexed his toes, and got ready to do the all too familiar tightrope walk of being careful of his mother’s feelings while also shoving her out of his business with both hands.

      He stood and walked toward the pair of leather couches arranged to admire the view of Harbor City’s skyline, figuring his mother would probably be more comfortable trying to run his life from the comfort of the designer couches than the stiff-backed visitor’s chair in front of his desk. “Clover is just fine.”

      Helene followed, sitting down with the grace and determination of a woman who knew what she wanted and knew exactly how to go about getting it. “This whole thing is ridiculous, Sawyer. Even Hudson agrees.”

      “I don’t know,” Hudson said, sitting down opposite Sawyer. “I think it’s nice that the crazy kids are taking their time getting to the altar after such a dive straight into love.”

      Helene narrowed her eyes and cut a glare at Hudson. “You’re not nearly as amusing as you think you are, young man.”

      “Of course I am, you’re just too annoyed at my big brother to see it.”

      She closed her eyes and exhaled the sigh of a martyr. “Where did your father and I go wrong?”

      “My therapist has a list,” Hudson said with a grin for their mom and a wink for Sawyer.

      He didn’t know what his little brother was up to, but as long as it took the heat off of him and Clover, then Sawyer was more than willing to sit back and watch the show.

      “Enough, Hudson.” She held up her hand, the three-carat diamond wedding ring she still wore glinting in the sunlight streaming in through the window. “Stop trying to distract me from what we came here to do.”

      Damn. The woman never missed a trick.

      “And what’s that?” Hudson asked.

      As if they both didn’t know already.

      “Stopping your brother before this farce goes any further,” Helene said. “You can’t actually marry that…that…person.”

      Red ate the edges of his vision away and heat shot up from his toes as his entire body tensed. It was a damn good thing he loved his mother because if he didn’t, he wasn’t sure what would have come out of his mouth next. Whatever it was, it wouldn’t have been the kind of thing a son should say to his mom. It took a second for him to remember how to unclamp his jaw, he was holding it closed with such force.

      “She. Has. A. Name.”

      “Fine,” his mom said, not giving an inch in her steel-hard posture. “Clover. You’ve been holed up with her for long enough. You haven’t come out to any of the charity functions or the family cocktail hour.”

      He let out a cold laugh. “I can’t imagine why after what happened last time.”

      “You mean when Mom threw a couple of Mrs. Carlyle wannabes at you in front of your fiancée?” Hudson asked, his tone jovial despite the worry crinkling the corners of his eyes.

      “Oh shut up, Hudson,” she said, her voice unraveling around the edges. Then she took a deep breath before patting Hudson’s knee in a non-verbal apology. “I’m just looking out for you, Sawyer. I only want what’s best for you. After what happened with Tyler Jacobson’s fiancée, Irena, I just want you to be with the kind of woman who can make you happy.”

      Nothing like finding your best friend’s bride in her wedding lingerie in your hotel room hours before the ceremony. It seemed her true love for Tyler didn’t stand a chance against her lust for Sawyer’s bank account. She’d ruined her makeup crying crocodile tears and napalmed his twenty-year friendship with Tyler. A reminder of that clusterfuck was the last thing Sawyer wanted from his mom right now—well, almost the last thing.

      “And you think one of your wife candidates is the way to go?” he asked, letting every ounce of distaste he had for her schemes drip into his tone.

      “I was hoping it would at least get you thinking in the right direction.” Helene threw her hands up in the air. “You can’t ignore the rest of the world while you focus on Carlyle Enterprises and let all the important things—the little things—escape your view.”

      “I’m not. I’m getting married, remember?” Not the truth, but what did that matter when it came to winning an argument?

      “It’s so ridiculous,” she said. “What do you even know about her?”

      Images flashed in his mind. The sunlight in her hair as they’d gone from booth to booth to find the perfect fixer upper at the flea market. The fact that she hogged the popcorn on movie night. That she’d graduated to extra-large shakes at Vito’s. The way she’d screamed and then laughed when he’d surprised her in the shower this morning. The arch of her spine and undulation of her hips as she rode him hard. None of which were things he could share with his mother.

      “I know she likes pineapple shakes and cheeseburgers with jalapeños,” he blurted out. “I know she talks back to the screen during reality TV shows. I know she mutters to herself in other languages when she gets frustrated.”

      “But what do you know about her?” Helene pressed. “Who she is when it counts?”

      The question stopped him dead. Over the past few weeks he’d learned a lot about what Clover liked to do, but what did he really know about the details that made her Clover and not Jane? What was it that she wasn’t telling him? Sharing with him? Not that he had any right to her secrets, but the urge to know what they were called out to something inside him that he didn’t recognize.

      “Well then,” Hudson said after the awkward pause while Sawyer’s brain spun in search of answers he didn’t have. “While it is always fascinating to see you two forget your mutual reluctance to talk about your feelings, I think we’ve all had enough of that for this decade.”

      Helene nodded. “I suppose you’re right.”

      Hudson jumped up off the couch, his hand over his heart like a two-bit player in a cheap melodrama. “Someone alert the media.”

      It was so over the top and so typically Hudson that all the tension seeped out of the room. Helene stood and gave her youngest son an indulgent smile and a hard pat on the cheek. Then she turned to Sawyer.

      “We lost your dad too young. I didn’t make him stop working so much and putting in all those long hours. I should have. That’s a guilt I’ll feel for the rest of my life.” She blinked back the wetness in her eyes. “And you’re so much like him, Sawyer. You never even crawled. You just decided one day to stand up and walk to the window, planted your hands on the glass, and looked out onto the Harbor City skyline,” she said, her voice shaking. “You need someone to make you slow down and appreciate the details. That person is obviously not me, but I’m hoping that whoever you marry will be the one who can do that.” She paused and looked off to the left, blinking rapidly before centering her attention, once more, on him. “I can’t lose you, too.”

      She pressed her lips tight together and inhaled a deep breath before she opened her mouth to say more. However, she must have changed her mind because instead of lecturing, she wrapped her arms around him and squeezed him close.

      It wasn’t like they never hugged. They weren’t that uptight of a family, but his mom? She was a different kind of woman. Hard. Determined. Feisty, his dad had called her. Touchy feely she was not. It was one of the things they had in common. He curled his arms around her and returned the hug. They stood there like that for a minute before breaking apart. Before he could say anything, Helene—her eyes suspiciously wet again—gave him a stiff nod and strode out of his office without another word, leaving him staring after her in confusion until Hudson slapped him on the back of the head.

      “If this blows up in our faces, you’re going to owe me big time,” Hudson said, all traces of the jester he’d been playing drained out of him. “I do not want to be on the same planet when she finds out we’ve been lying to her.”

      “She won’t.”

      She couldn’t. Losing their father had been hard on him and Hudson. Their mother had been devastated. He wouldn’t be the cause of her ever feeling any pain again.

      His brother walked to the door, paused on the threshold, and turned back to face him. “Just do what you always do and keep your eye on the big picture so this doesn’t go sideways and fuck us both.”

      Guilt warred with selfishness, twisting him up inside. “When don’t I?”

      Hudson nodded, let out a breath, and in an instant transformed himself back into the smiling flirt he wanted everyone to think he was, then he walked out into the outer office already teasing Amara before he’d even gotten two steps away.

      Without meaning to, Sawyer ended up not back at his own desk but at the end of the conference table where Clover had been working before leaving for lunch. The paper was covered in her notes, but the margins were covered in doodles of geometric shapes and a sketch of a man who looked a lot like him. The caveman inside him let out a proud and triumphant yell with plenty of chest pounding and dick waving.

      It was an ego boost big enough that he forced himself to look up and focus instead on the Harbor City skyline so he could count the Carlyle buildings. Everything was falling into place. His mom was so concerned about Clover’s inappropriateness that she’d halted her campaign of wife candidates. By the time Clover left, Helene would be so relieved it would be easy to persuade her to drop the marriage campaign completely. That fact should have made the amazing view from the sixty-third floor even better. It didn’t. Instead of success, all he could taste in his mouth was bitter disappointment. That reaction did not fit into his ultimate vision of who he was and what he needed to do next.

      They were almost to the deadline on Clover’s contract, and he still hadn’t gotten Mr. Lim to sign the deal for the three Singapore high-rises. Hudson was right, he couldn’t afford to let this thing with Clover go sideways and add in some unexpected complications that would only fuck with his plans. Time to refocus on the big picture and stop getting distracted.
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      Back at the penthouse after work, Clover couldn’t shake the feeling that something had changed between her and Sawyer. He’d been preoccupied after she’d gotten back from lunch and on the drive home he’d barely looked at her, let alone talked to her. Now, here she was in her room slipping on the pair of black heels he’d given her and a form-fitting little black dress that ended right below her knees to go with him to a business event. The dress had always been her go-to when she needed a shot of confidence at a social event—or in this case a business dinner with the elusive Mr. Lim and his to-be-built high-rises. And considering how silent and broody Sawyer had been acting ever since she’d gotten back from her girls’ lunch, she could use it.

      “Jangan takut,”she muttered to herself.

      She didn’t have time to be scared anyway. The last thing she wanted was to make them late for this dinner. She’d put too much work into putting the pieces together for a real final push for success. If everything went as planned, the deal was all but done. It was strange, she’d had a million different kinds of jobs, some that mattered but most that didn’t beyond financing her next adventure. However, seeing everything come together for this deal was different. There was a sense of accomplishment that came with it, a pride of ownership. It wasn’t her deal, but she was a part of making it happen—and that would stick around that top floor office in Carlyle Tower long after she’d left. And maybe, Sawyer would remember that and remember her.

      Dragging her fingers through her stick-straight hair one last time, she smoothed it down so it fell past her shoulders, grabbed the peacock purse Daphne had loaned her for that first charity event, and strode out of her bedroom hoping she looked a hell of a lot more confident than she felt.

      Sawyer stood next to the table in the foyer. A pair of brand new hiking boots bearing the distinctive Dylan’s Department Store tag sat in the middle of the table. The arrival of the mysteriously missing boots should have been what grabbed her attention, but it wasn’t. All she could do was stare at Sawyer as he stood in his navy suit, checked shirt, and patterned tie shot through with blues and golds. His glasses were in his hand and he was pinching the bridge of his nose. She must have made a sound because he looked up and stopped dead in his tracks. The look he gave her wasn’t particularly friendly, but that’s not what registered with her. It was the way his suit stretched across his broad shoulders. The way the cut emphasized his muscular chest. The fact that even in a custom-made suit—or maybe because it was—the strength of his muscular thighs showed through. To top it all off, the color of his suit made the streaks of blue in mostly green and brown hazel eyes stand out and she caught her breath. Damn. It wasn’t fair that one man could look so annoyed and so hot at the same time.

      “Are you nervous about dinner?” she asked.

      The vein in his temple pulsed as he gave her a slow once-over. “No.”

      Okay, that wasn’t exactly convincing, and her Spidey sense was blaring a warning as if she was the Titanic and Sawyer an iceberg. “Something seems off. Is everything okay?”

      “Of course.”

      Clover racked her brain. Had Daphne slipped? Had his mom figured it out? Was there a wife candidate who’d finally managed to catch his attention? She flinched at the thought. It wasn’t a reaction she knew what to do with. So she did what she always did in these situations, she plowed ahead, heedless of the consequences, figuring it would work out in the end. Her adventures always had before.

      Reaching out, she placed a hand on his forearm, the familiar zing of attraction skittering across her fingertips. “Did I do something to piss you off?”

      “No.” He glanced down at her hand, his jaw taut.

      “Look, I don’t know what’s going on, but it’s obvious you’re annoyed.” Like he might as well have a blinking neon sign overhead. He was hurting. If nothing else over the past few weeks, they’d developed a friendship, a bond. She couldn’t see him like this and not try to help. “I’m not going anywhere until you tell me what’s wrong.”

      He lifted his gaze, and the lack of any emotion in his eyes chilled her to the bone.

      “Maybe that’s for the best,” he said in a carefully neutral tone.

      She blinked in surprise, her brain spinning trying to catch up. “Are you nuts? After all the background work I’ve done this week about Mr. Lim? We’ve barely prepped you for some of the cultural intricacies.”

      “It’s a business meeting.” He slid his glasses on and then straightened his cuffs, all but dismissing her. “Mr. Lim and I have had plenty of those without you and the world hasn’t blown up.”

      What. The. Fuck.

      Heat swept up from her toes, and she let herself be carried away by it. “And you haven’t closed the deal, either.”

      His fingers stilled on his cufflink as he slowly lifted his head, an answering frustration blazing from his eyes. Clover planted her hands on her hips and steeled herself for the onslaught. It never came. Instead, the intercom buzzed—blasting through the tense silence of the foyer.

      “Mr. Carlyle,” Irving the doorman said. “Your car is here.”

      Sawyer crossed to the elevator and pressed the talk button. “Thank you. Please let Linus know I’ll be down in a minute.”

      He’ll be down. He’ll be down. She fought the urge to peel off one of her shoes and fling it at him. “So what’s it gonna be, Sawyer? Do I stay or shall I go?”

      Shoulders stiff, he jabbed his thumb into the elevator call button, not even bothering to look at her. “Why do you even want to go?”

      “Nǐ ge gǒu pì,” she snarled in Chinese because what he said was bullshit. “Because I’ve worked for this. I know you may not think much of me after you mocked my resume, but whether it’s milking snakes, tasting dog food, teaching English, or working to save endangered animals, I always see things through.”

      “But only for the short term,” he flung the truth at her like a grenade.

      She took an involuntary step back before stopping herself from going any farther. Gathering her pride around her, she raised her chin and faced him head on. “Then it’s a good thing we only have a few weeks to go.”

      The elevator doors whooshed open and he walked inside, each step stiff, and then turned around, his face an impassive mask. “So are you coming?”

      She should tell him to fuck straight off. She should tell him that fifteen grand wasn’t worth putting up with this kind of bullshit. But she didn’t because she’d been telling the truth. She always saw things through to the end. Whatever the hell had happened to change him from the man she’d woken up with this morning she had no idea—anyway it didn’t matter. She was here to do a job. Nothing more. Nothing less. So she was going to do it.

      “How could I turn down such a gracious invitation?” Letting the angry click of her heels on the tile do any other talking for her, she marched into the elevator, making sure to keep to the opposite side of the carriage from him.

      They made it down five floors in total silence before Sawyer lost whatever inner battle he’d been waging. “I’m sorry if I was rude.”

      Oh that was rich. “If?”

      “It’s just that I think we’ve lost sight of the big picture here,” he said, his gaze on her reflection in the elevator mirror and not actually her. “And we need to take a few steps back from what we’ve been doing.”

      God save her from rich assholes who couldn’t just say what they meant. “Is that your roundabout way of saying no more fucking?”

      “Or flea markets or movie nights or Vito’s.”

      So a total rejection then—of her, of their friendship. Biting down on her bottom lip she fought back the sudden wetness threatening her mascara. “So you’re breaking the contract?”

      “Renegotiating,” he said without heat. After all, for him it was just business. “In a few days, I’m leaving for a short trip to Singapore for a final push with Mr. Lim anyway, so it really won’t matter. By the time I get back, we’ll only have a little time left in our agreement.”

      “And then I’ll leave for Australia.” And for once the idea of getting on that airplane and flying far, far away from anything that even remotely reminded her of how she’d grown up in Sparksville lost its appeal. When had that changed? Fuck if she knew. But it had. “After all, who wants to get stuck in one place?”

      “Not you,” he said.

      Her gaze caught his in the mirrored doors and for a second she thought she saw something there, but then it faded back into nothing. The elevator doors opened and he offered her his arm. She tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow and they crossed the lobby to the car waiting outside. The zing from Sawyer’s touch was still there, but it was tempered by something bittersweet that she couldn’t identify, not that it would do her any good anyway. He was right. She was a short-term commitment girl who didn’t believe in being tied down to any place or anything or anyone—and that’s exactly how she liked it.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Just when Sawyer thought his night couldn’t get any shittier, he and Clover arrived at their table at the restaurant to find Mr. Lim deep in conversation with Tyler Jacobson. Following the maître d through the hushed chatter of The Passport Club, Harbor City’s latest “it” restaurant, his mind spun wondering what play Tyler was making. The man was as smart as he was vindictive. A shitty combination when you were on his bad side, and Sawyer very much had been for the past two years.

      Clover let out a little gasp, and he knew she’d spotted the man determined to make his life as difficult as possible sitting with the one person who had the power to approve one of the biggest deals ever for Carlyle Enterprises.

      “An zua. What’s he doing here?” Clover asked.

      “Fucking with my life in some new and clever way.”

      It wasn’t the first time since the wedding fiasco that Tyler had acted like a grudge-holding ass. Up until now it had been stupid things, stealing his restaurant reservations, poaching a date, letting slip an embarrassing story. He hadn’t messed with Sawyer’s business. Until now. The maître d stopped in front of the table, and Mr. Lim stood up to greet them. Tyler stayed in his seat, as arrogant as ever.

      “Mr. Carlyle, it is so good to see you again,” Mr. Lim said as he shook Sawyer’s hand.

      “Always a pleasure,” Sawyer said, still trying to work out the best way to handle Tyler. “May I introduce my fiancée, Miss Clover Lee.”

      “Miss Lee.” Mr. Lim offered her his hand to shake.

      “Selamat Petang,” Clover said, shaking Mr. Lim’s hand as she bowed slightly. “Apa kabar?”

      “Baik,” Mr. Lim said, his smile genuine. “You’ve been to Singapore, Miss Lee?”

      “Yes, I was lucky enough to spend six months there recently.”

      “You will have to visit us again soon. Perhaps when Mr. Carlyle comes in a few days?”

      “I would love that but, unfortunately, my schedule won’t permit it,” she said, her body language stiffening just the slightest bit.

      Of course, Tyler picked that moment to slide out from the semi-circle booth and kiss Clover’s cheek as if they were old friends. “Wedding planning keeping you busy?”

      “Exactly,” she said, giving Tyler a curious look. “It’s good to see you again, Tyler.”

      “Forgive me for not informing you earlier that Mr. Jacobson will be joining us,” Mr. Lim said. “He’s recently become a strategic advisor for my company’s dealings in America.”

      Fuck. That explained why this deal hadn’t been signed yet. All this time Sawyer had been looking at the big picture for what it was missing and hadn’t noticed that something rotten had been added.

      “Not to worry, Sawyer and I go way back. Don’t we?” Tyler said, holding out his hand with a smile that was as genuine as the Rolexes being sold on the corner of Eighty-Sixth Street to the tourists.

      “Jacobson.” He shook his former best friend’s hand, squeezing it hard enough that the other man’s knuckles rubbed together in a silent warning to watch his step.

      “Wonderful,” Mr. Lim said and gestured toward the table. “Shall we sit?”

      All of the tables at The Passport Club were semi-circular booths looking out onto a small stage. Tonight, the red velvet stage curtain was closed. He ended up on the end across from Mr. Lim with Tyler sitting between Sawyer and Clover. It hadn’t been an accident. Tyler had excelled at chess and had learned to use those skills in the real world. Most of the time it went to building the client base for his multimillion dollar consulting business. Tonight, the bastard was obviously using it to fuck with Sawyer.

      For their part, Clover and Mr. Lim seemed oblivious as they looked over the menu, talked in Malay, and picked out the dishes for the table.

      “She’s quite beautiful.” Tyler took a sip of his scotch.

      Fury, hot and sudden, swept up his body and his hands were fisted before he knew it. If Tyler even looked at Clover funny, he’d— He took a deep breath, forcing his mind to still and relaxed his hands. “Stay away from her.”

      The other man’s mouth curled into a wicked grin, the first genuine emotion he’d shown that night. “What kind of man would I be if I poached another man’s fiancée?”

      “You know that was all Irena and not me,” Sawyer said, keeping his voice low and his tone pleasant so neither Clover nor Mr. Lim would realize what was happening.

      “Of course.” Tyler raised his glass in a toast and then downed it in one large gulp. Then he held up his glass and two fingers, catching the eye of a nearby waiter who nodded and hustled toward the bar. “Someone of your stature would never do something so crass as break up a man’s marriage before it even started. Even a dumb scholarship kid like me realizes that.”

      Tyler may have been a scholarship kid to Atlantic Prep, but he’d never been dumb—except when it came to Irena. Even Sawyer had seen that she was nothing more than a gold digger looking for a big enough pot. Tyler hadn’t realized until it was too late and that painful failure was obviously all he could see now.

      “I won’t apologize for something I didn’t do.” Again. And again. And again. He’d been down that road too many times with shit results. He’d moved on. It was beyond time that the other man should, too.

      Tyler chuckled and patted him on the shoulder, making it look to the rest of the world as if they were still friends. “I wouldn’t dream of asking you to.”

      No. He’d just hold a grudge for the rest of his life.

      “So how did you manage this?” Sawyer asked.

      “Advising Mr. Lim? We happened to run into each other a few months ago, and I’ve been offering my insight.”

      No doubt about all the ways in which Carlyle Enterprise was a bad choice to build the trio of high-rises on Pulau Ujong.

      Before he could press him, though, the waiter arrived with two scotches, one of which he placed in front of Tyler and the other in front of Sawyer, and then he took their order from Clover and Mr. Lim. After that, it was the kind of surface, getting-to-know-you chitchat he fucking hated but was the way of business dinners in Singapore. It took years to develop relationships in Singapore, and Sawyer had been nurturing this one for three. Carlyle Enterprises couldn’t allow Tyler to sink it, they had too much time and planning invested already.

      By the time the food arrived in large family-style dishes that everyone shared, Sawyer was on edge. The warning siren that had whistled when he’d spotted Tyler at the table was blaring in his ear now. So he did what he almost never did, he turned on the charm, asking Mr. Lim about his family and life in Singapore, his abysmal golf game, and his killer tennis game. Of course, that meant that Tyler had all of Clover’s attention and that burned a hole right through Sawyer’s stomach lining. It shouldn’t. What did he care? She had a part to play, that was all. But just like it had been since Clover had come into his life, he couldn’t help but turn his attention to her with every soft giggle and smile.

      Tyler, for his part, was really playing it up. He didn’t cross any lines, but he walked right up on them—tucking a stray hair behind her ear, leaning in to whisper conspiratorially, making her laugh when all Sawyer had done tonight was piss her off. By the time Mr. Lim had begun another story about a golf ball sailing into a sand trap, Sawyer was only half listening because the sound of blood rushing through his ears was too damn loud to catch more than every third word.

      “It is good to see a man who is so taken with his bride,” Mr. Lim said, the change in subject jerking Sawyer’s full attention back to him.

      This is exactly why he shouldn’t have brought Clover tonight. Hudson was right. She was a distraction he didn’t need right now. “I’m sorry.”

      “Do not apologize.” Mr. Lim offered an indulgent smile. “I am the same way when I am around my own wife. Perhaps you can come over for dinner when you are in Singapore? I’m sure she would love to meet you.”

      “I would be honored.”

      “Then it is a deal.”

      “Hopefully not the only one.” He’d have to take advantage of having Mr. Lim separated from Tyler to seal the deal. This trip just might be his final shot.

      “We shall see after your final site visit.” Mr. Lim nodded. “I’m anxious to see your proposal after that.”

      “You’re going to love his proposal,” Clover said, her smile open and engaging as she looked away from Tyler. “I took a sneak peek and it is really going to fit in with the eclectic nature of Singapore’s skyline.”

      “What was your favorite building in Singapore?” Mr. Lim asked.

      “Honestly, I couldn’t say, I was enjoying the people,” she looked down at the plate in front of her “and the food too much.”

      Mr. Lim chuckled and nodded. “We have that much in common.”

      And there, just like that Clover had intrigued the other man and set him at ease. Sawyer couldn’t get over it. The woman was a whirlwind.

      The rest of dinner was more stories about golf and family from Mr. Lim while Sawyer fought not to drag Tyler out of the booth so he could smack the flirting asshole around. Not that Clover was helping. She laughed at all of the other man’s jokes and ignored Sawyer completely. The first time she even looked at him since they’d sat down was when he slid in next to her in the Town Car’s backseat. She looked over at him, her posture ramrod straight, that luscious mouth that had smiled at every stupid joke from Tyler was a flat line and the friendliness in her eyes she’d shown to Mr. Lim had grown cold.

      He waited for her to say something, anything, but she didn’t. Instead she fastened her seatbelt, clasped her hands in her lap, and looked out the window as they drove through the busy streets of Harbor City. By the time they were back in the elevator on their way up to his penthouse, frustration and anger—at himself? her? who knew—was a ball of fire eating him up inside, and it needed to go somewhere or he’d go up in flames.

      “What in the hell was that?” he asked, his voice as cold as he was hot.

      “It would have been a wonderful dinner if you hadn’t been giving me the evil eye the whole time.” Clover narrowed her eyes at him as a pink flush of anger rushed into her cheeks. “I know details aren’t your thing, but if you want the world to believe we’re getting married, then acting like an asshole to me isn’t the way to get it done.”

      “I shouldn’t have brought you. It was a distraction.”

      She let out a frustrated growl. “Blur like sotong.”

      That was weird enough to cool his temper a few degrees while his brain tried—and failed—to decode it. “What does that even mean?”

      “That you’re clueless like a cuttlefish, a little something I picked up teaching English in Singapore,” she said, turning her attention back to the buttons next to the doors lighting up with each floor they passed. “The point being that you shouldn’t blame your lack of focus on me.”

      “Oh really, so that little show with Tyler wasn’t your way of getting back at me for earlier?” The memory had his temper roaring back to lava levels.

      “Believe it or not, the world does not revolve around you.”

      “So you were flirting with him for fun?” The question exploded in the elevator carriage. “Were you just keeping your options open for your next adventure after you come back from Australia?”

      He saw with exacting, slow motion detail the moment the barb burrowed underneath her skin. Her brown eyes, dark with a furious passion, went wide with shock. Her red lips parted with a gasp. Her chin trembled…once…twice before going hard when she clenched her jaw.

      “You prick,” she said. The faintest hint of wetness in her eyes disappeared with a blink, but it was still there in her voice.

      This is when he should apologize, take back what he’d said only because he’d known it would hurt her. But any good sense he had was burning in the flames of his frustrated anger. He didn’t understand what had happened, but something had. Clover had begun to crowd into the corners of his big vision, changing it in subtle ways that threw the rest of it off. He found himself thinking about her at strange times in the day, counting down the hours until they were alone again, becoming desperate to touch her soft skin. Even now, when he was so mad he could barely think, he wanted her like he’d never wanted anyone else. He couldn’t—wouldn’t—have that. His life was orderly. Pre-determined. His. No one, not even the woman who could manage not only to drag him to a flea market but make it fun, was going to change that—no matter how much he needed to feel her under him and hear her soft moans of satisfaction as she came.

      So instead of saying sorry, he doubled down on his attack. “My prick has been your favorite part about me.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Yeah, I like it when you use it, not when you act like it. There’s a difference—one you obviously can’t grasp.”

      The elevator doors opened and she strode out, her heels clicking angrily on the tile floor of his foyer as she marched toward the hallway leading to her bedroom—a room she hadn’t slept in since that first night. Even the idea of not sleeping with her hit him like a sucker punch to the kidney.

      “Where do you think you’re going?” Sawyer rushed out of the elevator, following. “I’m not done talking to you.”

      “Yeah?” Clover kept walking. “Well, I’m done with you.”

      Maybe it was because he couldn’t let her have the last word. Maybe it was because he couldn’t stand to see her go. It didn’t matter because he was striding after her before he even realized he was moving. He reached a hand out but she stopped and whirled around faster than he could touch her. Her cheeks were flush and her breath came in fast inhales through her parted lips, the obvious signs of just how angry she was with him at the moment. But it wasn’t just mad. Her nipples had pebbled against the tight fit of her black dress, and her pupils had dilated with desire.

      “I don’t like you very much right now.” She tugged her bottom lip between her teeth, pulling it taut.

      His cock thickened against his thigh as his frustration made a hairpin turn into something else. “The feeling’s mutual.”

      “So why do I want to fuck you so bad my panties are soaked?” Her words didn’t come with a flirty look or a sexy turn. It didn’t take a genius to figure out that she was as pissed as he was that this thing between them wasn’t so easily shoved aside.

      Not tonight anyway.

      He took a step forward, not touching her but close enough that the air around them snapped, crackled, popped. “Attraction isn’t logical.”

      “That’s the first thing you’ve said all night that makes sense.” She grabbed his tie and yanked him lower until her mouth was on his in a hard, demanding kiss.
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      Kissing Sawyer after what an ass he’d been all night was the last thing Clover should be doing, but it was also the only thing she wanted. Going back to her room and taking care of the need building inside her by herself wasn’t going to do it. She needed more. Damn it, she needed him.

      She broke the kiss and dropped her hands to his belt. “I don’t want slow.” She yanked the leather free from the buckle and moved on to the button and zipper holding his pants closed. “I don’t want easy.” She shoved his pants down his hips along with his boxers. “I don’t want foreplay or sweet nothings or teasing out our orgasms until we’re both about to break.” She wrapped her hand tight around his hard, warm cock and felt it jerk in response to her touch. “I want to fuck you out of my system so that I can stop thinking of you all the damn time.”

      “Take off your panties and pull up your skirt.” He toed off his shoes.

      Her fingers froze in the middle of pushing his pants the rest of the way down. “What?”

      “You heard me.” His mouth came down on hers in a rough kiss that left her mouth bruised and wanting more when he pulled away. “You want a good, hard fuck? Get rid of your panties before I rip them off you.”

      Why did such a glorious dick have to be attached to such a pompous asshole? “You’re not in charge here.”

      Something flashed in his eyes a half second before he grabbed her by the waist, spun her around, and jerked up her skirt so it was around her waist. He locked an arm around her waist and pulled her back against his chest so she could feel the outline of his dick against her ass. “I’d say the question of who’s in charge is up for interpretation.” He hooked a finger in the band of her panties and ripped them free.

      The scrap of black lace drifted to the floor, followed a second later by the thunk of her purse after she dropped it. Spinning in his hold, she turned to face him—the added height of her heels bringing her almost eye to eye with him. Good. Tonight she was going to see every reaction, every emotion, every response before he had time to hide them from her. Tonight, those little details would be hers.

      She pressed both palms to his chest and shoved. “Control isn’t up for negotiation.”

      Pants and underwear twisted around his ankles, he stumbled back a step and took her down to the floor with him. They ended up in a tangle of limbs with her sitting astride him, the stiff length of him pressed against her slick folds. She rocked against him, sliding up and down the underside of his cock, the tip of him bumping against her clit on every return trip, making her core clench. Jesus. She closed her eyes and threw back her head, concentrating on the pleasure because she couldn’t let herself connect the overwhelming sensation to the man or she might just lose herself to it and to him.

      He brought his hands to her hips, his fingers squeezing her flesh and slowing the rhythm. Following his lead was a temptation she couldn’t surrender to. He’d take her, make her want more, make her want him. Looking down, she gazed at his still buttoned up shirt straining against his wide chest, the loosened tie wrinkled from where she’d grabbed it, and the glasses that sat askew on his face that did nothing to hide the desire turning his hazel eyes dark and almost gave in despite knowing what a mistake it would be.

      Stilling on top of him, she pulled back from the edge. “Hands above your head.”

      “Are you fucking kidding?”

      Part of her was asking the same thing. “Not in the least.”

      “What?” He snorted. “You want me to just lie here and be your breathing dildo?”

      Like what she really wanted was something she wanted to figure out right now. “Sounds like a beautiful plan to me.”

      They stared are each other, neither moving. The pang of discomfort made itself known in her knees where they pressed against the hard tile floor. Tomorrow, there might be bruises. She didn’t care. The really important thing was winning this negotiation. Discomfort was beginning to build to a throb when he lifted his finger from her hip, then another, and another. Only once both of his arms were raised above his head, one hand laying on top of the other, did she reach over, grab her purse off the floor and dump out the contents. There in the pile of lipstick, emergency eyeliner, her wallet, and her phone was the one item she wanted right now—a condom. She picked it up and tore it open with her teeth.

      Watching him, his jaw as hard as the rest of him, she lifted her hips and rolled the condom over him. He closed his eyes and took in a shaky breath, and her heart shifted. God, even in a pseudo-submissive posture like this he was dangerous. Damn it, she could not go there. Not with him. She hadn’t been lying. She needed him out of her system before it was too late. A month, that’s all the time it had been and yet it felt like so much longer. Forget dangerous, he was fucking deadly.

      “No kissing,” she said, desperate for rules, for boundaries.

      He opened his eyes, and one eyebrow arched over the edge of his cock-eyed glasses. “Whatever you say, boss.”

      The little reminder of the true nature of their relationship and the fifteen-thousand-dollar check waiting for her at the end of it slapped a piece of reality into the middle of her lust-fogged brain. Yeah, that was the other part of the equation. Four weeks had passed. Only two weeks and a few days to go and then she’d be gone. Before the implications could settle in, she lowered herself down on him, going against her own proffered directions and taking it slow, inch by inch until he filled her completely.

      Sawyer fisted his hands and squeezed his eyes shut, but otherwise didn’t move. For a second, she couldn’t. All she could take in was the feeling of having him inside her. Biting down on her bottom lip so she’d keep her mouth shut and stick to the script she’d written herself, she undulated her hips as she lifted herself up and down on him. Pleasure slid through her with every rub of his cock against her G-spot and she made her moves languid and smooth despite her intentions. Sawyer lay beneath her taking it, letting her set the pace, make the demands. If he wanted, he could flip them both over and change the power dynamic, but for whatever reason he didn’t. Instead, he watched her and answered her every downward glide with an unhurried upward thrust of his own, making sure he reached every part of her he could in his position.

      The lace of her bra scratched against her hard nipples, but there was nothing she could do to relieve the ache in her breasts. Like Sawyer, she was still fully dressed from the waist up. Hell, she still had her shoes on. It was supposed to make the whole thing between them less personal, more of an uncomplicated need being met than any kind of meaningful connection, but all the addition of clothing did was make it even more obvious that she wanted him. The fact that she was leaving in a few weeks didn’t matter, she’d started to fall for him. It was like a rock had been pushed off a cliff, it was rolling downhill and nothing—not time or the reality of the situation—was going to stop it. All she could do was hope it didn’t obliterate her when it hit.

      Sawyer let out a half tortured, half blissed-out moan. “You go any slower and you’ll break your own rules.”

      “Is that a complaint?” she asked, coming down hard and leaning forward so her mouth was right above his, the temptation to break another of her rules drawing her there.

      “I’d never do that while buried inside you.” He brought his head up an inch or two off the floor, obviously expecting her to meet him halfway.

      The last vestiges of her survival instincts flared to life. He could expect all he wanted. “Then shut up.”

      Unfazed, he smirked. “You got it, Clover.”

      The use of her name snapped something. She could feel the tears building along with her orgasm, which one came first was up to her and she wasn’t about to let it be the tears. So she arched her spine and leaned back, bracing her hands against his muscular thighs, digging her fingernails into him, and rode him hard and fast. His hands came down from above his head and he cupped her ass, driving her against him until they were a blur of motion and the sounds of their bodies coming together filled the hallway. It started in her core, as the head of his cock repeatedly rubbed against the bundle of nerves inside her opening with each stroke and grew outward until her entire body vibrated with sensation almost too pleasurable to be good. Right when she was at the edge of too much, it exploded and her orgasm electrified her, locking up her muscles and making her body one unyielding line.

      Sawyer’s fingers bit into her and he slammed her body down onto his one last time before coming with a harsh groan. They stayed like that for a moment, breathing hard with their bodies intertwined as if what had been before and what would come after didn’t matter—only now did.

      The buzz of her phone vibrating against the tile floor in the middle of the mess of her spilled purse brought her out of that bit of fantasy. Glancing down at it as she climbed off Sawyer; it took a second for the words of the text on her screen to make sense.

      Mom: At the hospital with your dad. We think it’s his heart again. Please call home.

      She felt dizzy, the blood draining from her face.

      “Clover, what’s wrong?” Sawyer asked, concern etched in his voice.

      Panic pinched her lungs until she could barely take in a breath as she read the text a second and third time with disbelieving eyes. When the last ghost of denial faded away, she fought to keep the floor beneath her. Her hands shook as she grabbed the phone and it took two tries before she hit the right name on her contacts list. Listening to it ring and ring, she pulled her skirt down and shoved everything back into her purse.

      “Hey there,” her mom’s voicemail greeting started. “Sorry I missed your call, leave a message and I’ll get back to you as soon as I can.”

      “Mom, it’s Jane. I just got your message. I’m on my way to the hospital now. Call me as soon as you can and let me know what’s going on.” She hit the end call button and hurried to her room.

      “Clover, what’s happened?” Sawyer asked again, chasing after her and pulling up his pants as he shuffled down the hall.

      She stopped in her doorway, fingers curled around the frame to anchor her to the here and now while worry ate away at her self-control. Telling Sawyer, involving him in her life further, was the last thing she should do under the circumstances, but the words poured out of her. “My dad. He’s in the hospital. I need to get an Uber to the train station.”

      “You don’t have to do that, I’ll drive you to Sparksville.” He pulled her into a reassuring hug. “It’ll be faster.”

      It was a horrible idea. They weren’t engaged for real and not thirty minutes ago they’d been at each other’s throats. But he was right. The train would take twice as long as the drive. If they pushed the speed limit, they could be in Sparksville in an hour and a half. The train, with all its stops, would be three hours minimum. God knew what could happen to her dad in that span of time.

      “Okay, let me just change and throw some clothes in a bag.” She pushed out of his embrace. “I just need five minutes to get myself together.”

      “Take your time. I’ll be waiting at the elevator when you’re ready.” He turned and took a step away but paused and pivoted. “Everything will be okay. Whatever it takes, we’ll make sure of it.”

      “Thanks, Sawyer.”

      He nodded and headed back down the hall to his rooms.

      It was an empty vow, but it was just the kind of promise she needed right now because for as much as she had spent her life up until now running away from her family and Sparksville, she’d never really expected for anything bad to happen, for it to change.

      Please God, let Dad be okay.

      And with that silent prayer, she hustled into her room and began stuffing clothes into her overnight bag.
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      Clover had given up her overnight bag to Sawyer as soon as they got in the elevator. Normally, it would have been something she’d have argued about—she hated that whole “weak woman” thing—but at the moment, so many worries were running through her brain like negative vipers that she couldn’t find the energy to put up a fuss. When they stepped out of the elevator, Irving was waiting by the door, holding it open.

      “Everything’s arranged just like you asked, Mr. Carlyle,” he said. “Miss Lee, I’m sorry about your news.”

      “Thank you, Irving,” she said as she hurried toward him.

      “Yes, ma’am.” He tipped his cap, sympathy in his eyes, and held open the door. “I’ll be praying for your father.”

      The small kindness brought tears to her eyes and she bit the inside of her cheek to stop them from spilling over.

      “Thank you,” she said, giving him the best smile she could manage as she rushed through the door, Sawyer right behind her.

      They hurried out to the waiting Town Car and got in the backseat. Linus was already behind the wheel and pulled into traffic as soon as they had their seatbelts fastened.

      “The fastest way is to take Thirteenth to the Grambas Bridge,” she said, already mentally plotting out the fastest route. “After that we can—”

      “We’re not going that way,” Sawyer interrupted. “We’re taking a helicopter.”

      She blinked in surprise. “What?”

      “It’ll take us an hour to get to Sparksville instead of two.” His phone beeped and he checked the message. “Amara already arranged to have a car waiting for us at the airport so we can go straight to the hospital.”

      Helicopter. We. Hospital. She was hearing the words just fine, but in her rattled state they weren’t making sense. The bags at Sawyer’s feet snagged her attention. Her bag was bright yellow with frayed handles. The other bag was black, in impeccable shape, and so expensive looking it practically smelled like money. With everything that was going on, of course her brain grabbed ahold of the least important detail and wouldn’t let it go.

      “Why do you have a bag?”

      “Because I’m coming with you.” He nudged it closer to her bag. “I won’t leave you alone at a time like this.”

      It was a weird thing to say considering only an hour before he’d been counting down the hours until he could end their fake engagement. “I won’t be alone. I’ll be with my family.”

      He stared at her with a rush of emotions warring in his eyes that she couldn’t decipher. “If we get there and you want me gone, I’ll leave. Fair enough?”

      What should she say? He’d packed up and was out the door with her in a matter of minutes, had arranged for a helicopter so they could make the trip in half the time, and already had a car waiting for them at the airport. When minutes counted, he’d made sure to get the most out of every one.

      Stuffing away her hurt feelings from earlier, she nodded. “Thank you.”

      “Then let this officially establish that I’m a dick, not an asshole—which I obviously proved tonight. I’m sorry.” He smiled and draped an arm around her shoulders, pulling her close and brushing a kiss across the top of her head. “Everything’s gonna be okay.”

      God, she hoped so.

      Linus made the drive to Carlyle Tower in less time than she thought possible. They scrambled out of the car and took the express elevator to the roof where the helicopter was waiting. Her stomach shimmied and shook at takeoff but settled as they flew west away from Harbor City. She and Sawyer had earphones and a mic so they could talk over the roar, but he didn’t push conversation. Instead, he held her hand as memories of her father washed over her. The time they’d gone fishing and she’d rolled the canoe, getting both of them good and soaked. The afternoons he’d spent teaching the intricacies of football and the beauty that was a baseball stat sheet. The fact that when she’d declared she wanted to live in Harbor City and go on adventures around the globe for a few years after graduation, he’d supported her even as her mom tried everything in the book to get Clover to change her mind.

      Her dad had always been there for her. And what had she done in return? Left town. Rarely visited. Limited phone calls to once a week. All because she was afraid that Sparksville would suck her back in and she’d never make it out again. She’d end up like her mom, pregnant unexpectedly and married soon after. No adventure. Just day after day of packing school lunches, the PTA, and eating chicken pot pie every Thursday night because it was her husband’s favorite. Guilt, regret, and fear slashed at her like knives, cutting her up from the inside out.

      Her roiling stomach let her know they’d started their descent before she noticed the water tower with the Sparksville High School bulldog painted on it. The municipal airport wasn’t big, but there was plenty of space for the helicopter to land. She and Sawyer got out, making sure to duck low to avoid the rotating chopper blades, and hurried over to a nondescript sedan parked on the tarmac.

      Sawyer threw their bags in the trunk while she got in the passenger seat, too jittery to handle driving. She’d just clicked her seatbelt shut when he slid behind the wheel and started up the car. The dashboard navigation unit lit up, showing the step-by-step direction to the hospital that the rental employee had programed in before leaving the keys in the visor.

      The drive to the hospital was a blur. Before she knew it, she and Sawyer were rushing through the automatic doors into an emergency room that resembled a library more than even a slow night at Harbor City General. There was a teenager feeding the candy machine a dollar, but no one else was in the small room packed with chairs.

      “Jane?” a woman called out.

      Heart hammering against her ribs as she prepared for the worst, Clover turned and spotted Mrs. Hermitage, one of her mom’s best friends, behind the intake desk on the opposite side of the room. Squeezing Sawyer’s hand tight in a moment of pure panic, she forced herself to take a deep breath. If her family wasn’t in the waiting room, that was a good sign. Right? Her mind said yes, but her feet wouldn’t move. With a gentle tug, Sawyer led her over to the intake desk.

      “Oh, honey, I thought that was you.” The other woman stood up and leaned over the desk to give her a quick hug before sitting back down. “I haven’t seen you in forever.”

      And now was not the time to catch up. “My dad, is he back there?” she asked, gesturing to the sliding doors with No admittance without authorization painted on it.

      Mrs. Hermitage shook her head. “They’ve taken him up to a room for a night of observation. It wasn’t a heart attack, just a nasty case of angina. I can’t give you any more specifics, but your mom asked me to send you right up if I spotted you. She dropped her phone in her coffee and the darn thing went on the fritz. Nobody knows anybody’s actual phone number anymore.”

      All the stress and fear from the last few hours drained out of her along with the adrenaline that had kept her functioning. She stumbled back, but Sawyer was there to catch her. He wrapped an arm around her and pulled her in close, and she let him. The relief overwhelming the inner voice warning her of danger ahead.

      “Do you know the room number?” Sawyer asked as he herded Clover toward the elevators.

      “He’s in room 405.”

      “Thank you, ma’am,” he said as the elevator doors closed.

      Clover pulled herself together as they went up, taking in deep breaths and managing to mostly block out the sandalwood and cashmere scent of Sawyer’s cologne but not the comfort of his arms or the reassurance of his steady heartbeat against her cheek. All of her emotions were twisted and confused, but one thing rose above it all.

      Okay. Her dad was going to be okay.

      That’s all that mattered. Whatever happened with Sawyer, she’d figure out a way to make it through mostly intact. After all, not all adventures had happy endings. It was past time she grew up and accepted that.

      The elevator doors whooshed open and they walked out onto the fourth floor.

      The door to her dad’s room was open and her mom’s voice wafted out. “Phillip Lee, I can’t believe you snuck out for a cigarette. I thought you quit three years ago.”

      “I had for the most part,” her dad shot back. “Anyway it was a stressful game, and I needed a moment.”

      “If you weren’t hooked up to a machine right now…”

      “Hi, Mom,” Clover said from the doorway.

      Her mom turned away from where her dad lay in the hospital bed. Her mascara had run a bit and she looked exhausted, but the smile on her face was as big as Clover had ever seen it. She opened up her arms and Clover walked into them, reaching down to hold her father’s hand while her mother hugged her like a woman who’d almost lost her whole world that night—which she kinda almost had.

      “So everything’s okay?” Clover asked, her voice a little high from how hard her mom was squeezing her.

      Her mom let her go with a final pat on her back. “Except for the fact that I might have to kill your father.” She shot a dirty look at the man she’d been married to for twenty-six years. “A cigarette. Can you believe that?”

      Phillip rolled his eyes. “I have one every few months under times of great duress.”

      “You mean whenever you’re watching a game and it’s not going your team’s way,” her mom said with an exasperated huff.

      “Pretty much.” Her dad winked at Clover. “Hey, pumpkin.”

      She sniffled despite knowing tears were the last thing he’d want to see right now. “Hi, Dad.”

      “I’d get up and give you a hug, but I’m afraid your mom would crack me upside the head for moving any more than necessary.”

      “Good Lord, Phillip.” Her mom threw up her hands in frustration. “I thought you were having a heart attack. You do have a history you know.”

      He gave a little shrug. “It’s just angina.”

      “Which means no more sneaking cigarettes, and you’re gonna start eating better so your blood pressure doesn’t go out of whack again,” her mom said. “And if you can’t calm down, no more games on TV.”

      “Jesus, just take away all the things worth living for, why don’t you?” her dad groused, but the deep worry lines between his eyes showed that he’d been almost as scared as her mom.

      “I’ll still be here,” her mom snapped.

      Phillip glanced over at his wife and any trace of anxiety slid away. “As long as that’s the case, I guess I can suffer through without the rest.”

      “Well you’d better because I can’t live without you.” Her mom wiped away another black-tinged tear and gave her dad a quick kiss on the cheek before straightening and looking back at Sawyer who was hanging back in the doorway. “And is that your mystery fiancé hiding in the doorway? Come on in. I know we’re not at our best right now, but we promise not to bite you.”

      “I’d get that in writing, if I were you,” her dad said with a grin.

      Sawyer walked over, and there was a manly handshake from her dad—well, as manly as he could make it considering he was lying in a hospital bed wearing a gown that didn’t close all the way in the back—and a hug from her mom. That’s when her younger brother Bobby came in, a coffee cup in one hand and a half-eaten bag of Corn Nuts in the other. She’d barely had time to introduce him to Sawyer when a nurse came in, announced visiting hours were over, and hustled them out of the room and into the hall.

      “Well, we might as well head home,” her mom said as they rode the elevator down. “You two will be staying with us, of course. Now we can finally have that family lunch that hasn’t fit into your busy schedules.”

      Clover’s conscience jabbed her right in the heart. If they left without staying for lunch, it would hurt everyone. If they stayed and she had to lie to her family’s face about the non-existent wedding planning, it would hurt everyone. Jesus. It was just supposed to be a fun adventure that would get her some financial freedom. It wasn’t supposed to get so damn complicated.

      “Family lunch?” Sawyer asked while she stood there silent like an idiot.

      “Oh yes, it’s a family tradition, and I won’t take no for an answer,” her mom said. “Plus, if you’re there, it will distract Phillip from the fact that I’m hiding the remote to the TV as soon as we get home.”

      Oh God. There was no getting out of this for her, but she couldn’t force Sawyer to go through with it. He’d already done enough. The smart thing was to get him out of Sparksville before her family got attached and walking away from him became even more complicated.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Sawyer kept a car and a half’s distance between the rental and Mrs. Lee’s back bumper as he followed her through downtown Sparksville. After years of having Linus drive him around, it was nice to get behind the wheel again and feel the motor purr—even if it was an anemic four cylinder. In the passenger seat, Clover was twisting the hem of her Keep It Weird hoodie around her fingers and gnawing her bottom lip. He wished like hell that he knew what to do right now, but he hadn’t planned out past getting her here. The details—as usual—were lost to him.

      They made it through the second stoplight and past The Sugar Palace Donut House before she broke the silence. “I really appreciate everything, but you don’t have to stay. We can tell my mom a work emergency came up.”

      “Is that what you’ve been doing when they’ve invited us to the family lunch?” He left the part about her not even bothering to ask him to himself because he couldn’t understand why that bugged him. It just did.

      Her cheeks turned pink enough to be visible in the light coming in from the street lamps. “Yes.”

      “Why?” There it was. That twisted squeeze of his lungs, the annoyance bubbling up. Not that he cared. After all, their relationship was just a sham. It wasn’t real. Whether he met her family or not didn’t matter.

      Keep telling yourself that, Carlyle.

      “Lying to them on the phone is one thing,” she said, a slight tremble coming through in her voice. “Doing it face-to-face is something else, especially after what just happened with my dad.”

      “I understand.” In half a breath, he was back in the hospital room with his father; the beeping of the heart monitor had been so loud before it went silent. “When my dad died three years ago, it was a massive heart attack that came right out of the blue. It’s why sidetracking my mom’s campaign to marry me off has been so difficult. She took my dad’s death hard. I mean we all did, but Mom lost herself for a while. I guess Hudson and I got used to dealing with her with kid gloves.”

      Clover reached out and put her hand on his leg. “I’m so sorry.”

      They’d taken turns talking her into going out to lunch, into seeing her friends again, and into rejoining the events and charities she’d always been a part of. She’d fought. The woman was as stubborn as anyone he’d ever known, but she’d made it to the other side so it had been worth it. She was definitely back to her old fighting weight.

      “Thanks, but since you’ve met Helene Carlyle you know she’s a tough old bird—don’t you ever tell her that I called her that. What happened to your dad, it’s made me realize just how far she’s come from the dark days. It’s probably past time that Hudson and I reined in the whole treat her like she’s made of glass thing.”

      She withdrew her hand and turned so she faced the window instead of him. “You’re going to tell her the truth about us and the whole Marry Off Sawyer campaign?”

      He followed Clover’s mom’s car onto Caller Court, concentrating on the road instead of the way his lungs had tightened or the fact that he could still feel the imprint of her fingers on his leg. “It’s probably past time, don’t you think?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded, but kept her face averted. “So let’s go with a business emergency cover story. You can head back to Harbor City, and I’ll figure out how to tell them the truth in the morning.”

      Gut tight, he turned into the driveway of number forty-three Caller Court while Clover’s mom pulled into the garage.

      He should be relieved. It was an uncomplicated solution to a messy problem. All he needed to do was say thank you, but that’s not what came out. “I can stay, have your back when you tell them the truth.”

      This time she did turn to face him. The porch light shining in through the window highlighted the gold of her hair. One side of her mouth was curled up in a semblance of a smile but not quite making it, as if she just couldn’t fake it anymore tonight. The lies had taken a toll.

      “I appreciate that,” she said, “but you’re not the only one who’s facing up to the realization that how you’ve been handling family up until now may not have been the best option.”

      Neither of them said anything as they got out of the car. He went around to the trunk and got her bag, leaving his own on top of the spare tire. Then he followed her inside to the Lees’ warm, yellow kitchen decorated with wildflowers and photos of coffee mugs. Bobby said good night and headed up the stairs. Sawyer placed Clover’s bag on the kitchen island while her mom started a fresh pot of coffee despite the fact that it was ten o’clock at night. Clover had gone over to a framed family photo on the counter and picked it up. If he hadn’t known any better, he would have thought it was the first time she’d ever seen it.

      Earlier today his mom had asked him what he really knew about Clover. The truth was, not a lot. He knew what she liked to do, how she liked her hamburgers, that she dipped her fries in vinegar, and that she laughed at all the same places he did in movies. That wasn’t the same, though, as actually knowing her and what made her tick. Now he wouldn’t. She’d come back to the penthouse in a couple of days and get her stuff. He’d cut her a check for the full amount. She wasn’t the one who’d decided to end things early, after all. And then she’d be off to Australia and he’d go back to his life the way it was before she’d shown up at Carlyle Towers, answering an ad for a personal buffer that he’d never placed.

      The fact that he felt like he’d swallowed glass just meant that it was better to get out of here sooner rather than later. “Mrs. Lee—”

      “Laura, I insist. We’re going to be family after all,” she interrupted. “Don’t worry, I’m making decaf. Do you want some?”

      Clover sat down the photo and crossed over to stand by him. “Mom, Sawyer has to head back to Harbor City.”

      “Really?” Laura said, her eyes wide with surprise.

      “Yes.” He nodded, playing his part. “There’s been an emergency at the office.”

      “Uh-huh.” Laura looked from Clover to him and back again, her gaze cool and assessing. “Well, we’ll just move family lunch up to family brunch so you can head back to the city tomorrow afternoon. Even a busy man like yourself needs a morning off every once in a while.”

      “Mom, it doesn’t really work like tha—”

      “I’ll stay.” The moment the words were out of his mouth, the tightness in his shoulders released, and he realized it was exactly the answer he’d wanted to give the whole time.

      “You will?” Both women asked at the same time. One was pleased while the other was not in the least.

      “You’re right,” he said. “It’s Friday night. The office will still be there on Monday.”

      “Wonderful!” Laura clapped. “I’ll get you set up in the guest room. Jane, you’ll be in your old room. I know, I know you’re grown adults, but this is my house and my rules—and I have a lot of them or so my children tell me.”

      He was beginning to see why Clover had learned the importance of good negotiation. “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Laura—or Mom. You two are engaged after all.” She let out a little whoop of excitement, put one arm around him and another around Clover before pulling them in for a tight hug.

      Looking over the top of Laura’s head, there was no missing the dirty look Clover was giving him. He was a selfish bastard. He knew. But his time with Clover was up the minute they got back to Harbor City and if he could delay that for another twelve hours, he’d take it. Tomorrow would be soon enough to own up to the truth. Until then, he’d take all the distraction he could get.
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      An hour of tossing and turning later, Clover rolled over in the lumpy twin-size bed she’d grown up sleeping in and grabbed her cell phone. Squinting at the screen that seemed abnormally bright in the pitch dark of her room, she started thumb typing.

      Clover: We need to talk.

      That was one way to put it. It sounded so much nicer than I need to smack you upside the head for complicating an already fucked up situation. The fact that part of her was thrilled he was staying—even after the bullshit at dinner tonight—told her just how much she needed him out of her life. Daphne had been right. She wasn’t a casual sex kind of girl and if she didn’t get out soon, she’d pay the price.

      Her phone vibrated in her hand.

      Sawyer: Honey, I know you’re mad.

      A flutter of anticipation made her catch her breath. It wasn’t fair. He only called her that when they were either naked or damn close to getting there. Snapping her legs shut, she let her fingers do a whole other kind of talking.

      Clover: Don’t call me that.

      Sawyer: ???

      Clover: You know exactly what name I’m talking about.

      Sawyer: You’ve always liked it when I called you that before…and what we were doing when I called you that.

      Bastard. He may not be a great flirt, but he was definitely getting better. Or maybe it was just that he knew her well enough to know exactly how to get her off track. Well, it wasn’t going to work.

      Clover: Not my amused face —>

      Sawyer: I can fix that.

      Her nipples peaked at the suggestion. Down girls, we’re mad at him.

      Clover: How? By sneaking out in the middle of the night and going back to Harbor City?

      Sawyer: And break your mom’s heart? No way.

      Clover: Your ego is out of control. I’m serious. This is my family.

      Sawyer: I know. Look, can we do this in person?

      She could barely do this by text. Meeting him in person was not a good idea. He’d screwed her over when he’d changed his mind and decided to stay for family brunch tomorrow. Still, she wanted to see him. Anda el diablo. There was no winning. She chickened out and stayed in her room and would be miserable. She snuck out of the house and took him down the dock so they could talk without fear of being overheard and she would be miserable.

      But with one option you actually get to see him. You won’t be able to do that after tomorrow.

      She swallowed past the rock that had formed in her throat and typed with trembling fingers, unsure of anything except the fact that this was more than likely a mistake—one she had to make.

      Clover: Meet me at the back gate. You’ll have to go out the window—>garage roof—>shed roof—>ground.

      Sawyer: What am I, 16? And how often did you sneak out?

      Clover: None of your business. And my mom’s a super light sleeper, if she hears you walking around she’ll want to be a good hostess and see what you need then she’ll never get any sleep and she needs it tonight.

      Sawyer: So out the window I go.

      Clover slipped on her jeans and grabbed a sweatshirt to pull over her tank top if it got cold. Shoving her cell in her back pocket, she tiptoed up the staircase from her basement room—sticking to the right side to avoid the squeaky sections—and hustled out the kitchen door that led out to her mom’s garden on the side of the house. The strawberries were out in full force along with spinach, tomatoes, and bell peppers among other things—along with an entire army of bizarre garden gnomes. From lumberjacks to bakers to evil witches to half gnome/half animal hybrids, her mom’s collection had doubled from when Clover still lived at home. It was weird but at least it made finding a birthday gift easy.

      She walked around the corner of the house and over to the back gate where Sawyer stood in the light of the full moon staring at the gnome-shaped gate handle.

      “Your mom has a weird thing for gnomes,” he said.

      “You have no idea.” She opened the gate, intertwined her fingers with his, and walked through. “Come on.”

      The line of trees between the backyard and Lake Earhart had been her first playground for adventure filled with hollowed out trees that served as fairy kingdoms, pirates that lived in the branches overhead, and—of course—an entire village of gnomes plotting worldwide domination. When she got older, it was where she’d gone to escape and plan. Now, holding Sawyer’s hand, she looked up at the thick green leaves overhead and the bright wildflowers at her feet and realized that she couldn’t remember a day when she wasn’t running away from the white picket existence she’d been born into. However, instead of running to the trees or the lake beyond them, she went around the globe.

      It only took a minute of traipsing through the trees before they got to the small clearing around the lake and her family’s dock that led out into it. Her dad’s boat was moored at the marina at the other end of the lake, but the summer storage box sat at the end of the dock. She hurried over to it and pulled out a blanket so they wouldn’t get splinters in their ass while they sat and figured out how to get through tomorrow without giving her dad a heart attack for real. Then after a few days, she’d break the news to her family from the safety of Harbor City. Chicken? Her? Absolutely.

      She sat down facing the lake, it’s waters smooth and inky blue. “We need to come up with the details that will make tomorrow work—and it can’t be the truth because I really don’t want to welcome dad home by giving him a heart attack for real.”

      “We already did, remember?” He sat down next to her, close enough that their hips and thighs touched, sending a jolt of electricity dancing along her skin. “The napkin?”

      “No.” She shook her head. “That’s not gonna fly with my family. My mom is like a laser-guided missile when it comes to the truth. Nothing gets past her.”

      He shrugged and lay back on the blanket, his arms folded so his hands were behind his head. In a plain white T-shirt and a pair of dark indigo jeans that clung to his hips, he looked like he belonged here in the world she’d grown up in. She shouldn’t be surprised. He’d been as at ease in his office at the top of Carlyle Tower as he’d been at the flea market haggling over the metal medical cart they’d renovated. Unlike her inability to fit into his world, he’d done just fine finding a place for himself in hers.

      “So we stick to the truth without elaborating,” he said, bringing her back to the reality of the here and now.

      She snorted, just trying to picture her mom not digging for details. “How’s that story go?”

      Out in the lake, a fish cleared the surface with a pop and dove back in with a soft splash.

      “You fascinated me from the moment I met you and after that we were inseparable.”

      “Fascinated you?” It sounded ridiculous. He was a multibillionaire with model-like wife candidates everywhere he turned and she fascinated him. More like was different enough to stoke his curiosity for a few weeks. “Is that what we’re going with?”

      “It seems close enough to the truth to work.”

      “And after we get back tomorrow night?” Her chest tightened, and she looked down at where her hands were clenched in her lap, letting her hair fall over her face. Damn it. She hated it when Daphne was right. Forget falling for him, she was already halfway there.

      “We’ll think of something in the car.”

      “No helicopter this time?” she teased, trying to regain some of the emotional high ground from that part of herself that was starting to crumble.

      He laughed and rolled onto his side facing her, propping up his head in his hand. “You don’t want to know what kind of favor I’m going to owe Hudson for borrowing that.”

      “I thought you and your brother were close.”

      “We are, but he’s…well, he’s Hudson.”

      Grasping ahold of the conversational lifeline that didn’t have anything to do with lying or saying good-bye, she settled back onto the blanket, echoing his position on his side. “What does that mean?”

      “That he’s a guy who seems like he doesn’t have anything on his mind except for ways to burn through his trust fund as quickly as possible, but that’s not really him. He just does a damn good job of hiding who he really is.”

      “Why?”

      “You’d have to ask him. We don’t have deep introspective chats about our feelings. Do you with your brother?”

      “Bobby?” She laughed out loud. Even the idea of a heart-to-heart with her brother was too weird to be able to form a mental picture of what it would be like. “No. If it doesn’t happen in his lab, Bobby isn’t very interested. He’s got all of his attention glued to whatever experiments he’s working on. He graduated from college at the top of his class while I was still in high school, and he’s two years younger than me.”

      Sawyer reached out and tucked a stray hair behind her ear, his fingers grazing the shell of her ear and sending a delicious shiver down her spine. “But he came home when he got the call about your dad.”

      “It’s family.” Unable to stop herself, she turned her head so that her face brushed against his warm palm. “It’s what you do.”

      “You obviously care, so why do you spend all your time avoiding them?” he asked, gliding his thumb across her cheek.

      “Are you my shrink all of the sudden?” She pulled away, cutting off the touch she craved so much, and rolled onto her back because if she didn’t she might not be able to later—and that scared her right down to her pink toenails. “Or is this like spilling my guts to the stranger at the bar because I know I’ll never see him again?”

      “Sure.” He slipped off his glasses and sat them on the storage box beside them. “Now that the world is a little bit fuzzy, I can be your stranger at the bar. Tell me everything.”

      It was both exactly what she wanted to hear and just the words to shred her up a little bit more. Looking up at him—at this man she wouldn’t see again after tomorrow—the knot in her belly unwound, and she knew exactly what she needed to do next. The first rule of adventuring was to enjoy the experience while you could and that was exactly what she was going to do tonight with Sawyer.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Sawyer lay on his back on the blanket, looking up at the stars—a true big-picture view—and held his breath. When Clover had brought him out to the lake, he’d half expected her to push him in and try to drown him after the stunt he’d pulled. But she hadn’t. Instead, here they were with one last night together—and he wasn’t about to waste it.

      “When I was eleven, I overheard my parents arguing,” she said softly, a ribbon of vulnerability threaded through her voice as she sat up, bent her legs, and wrapped her arms around her knees. “Mom wanted to go on a cruise and dad said he couldn’t imagine being stuck on a boat for a week with a bunch of drunk strangers. She said something about how she’d had plans to travel the world but everything had changed when she’d gotten pregnant. All she wanted was one week. He agreed. It wasn’t until later that night that I did the math. I was born seven months after they got married.”

      The lost look on her face gutted him. He rolled up into a sitting position, wrapped an arm around her shoulders, and pulled her close, the urge to comfort her overriding everything else. “They seem happy, though.”

      “They are.” Clover sighed and turned her face so her cheek rested in the pocket of his shoulder. The light from the full moon making her blond hair look like it glowed. “That’s the part I’ve never understood.”

      “Business or love, every relationship is compromise.”

      She looked up at him, one eyebrow raised in sardonic disbelief. “Tell me more, Dr. Sawyer, of the lessons in love you learned from old chick flicks?”

      He grinned down at her and tweaked the button tip of her nose. “Low blow.”

      “Just an accurate one,” she shot back. “Look, you’re no more well-adjusted than I am. Look at your family dynamic.”

      She pulled back from him and lay back on the blanket, and he followed suit.

      From an outsider’s perspective, he could understand why she saw it that way, but there was more to the story that he hadn’t ever talked about with anyone—until now. “You never saw us before my dad died.”

      “What was it like?”

      “It was…” Words failed him. God, how could he explain it? Staring up at the star-filled night unlike any he ever saw in Harbor City, an achy soreness started in the middle of his chest and spread outward. “Everything it’s not now. My dad’s death was completely unexpected. We didn’t have time to prepare, to think, to plan. It was just like all of the sudden the world had changed. I had to take over Carlyle Enterprises. Hudson and I had to take care of our mom. The international building market softened. Everything was…different.”

      “Too many new details,” she said, understanding thick in her voice as she reached out and intertwined her fingers with his and squeezed.

      “And they were never my specialty.”

      Fuck, now that was an understatement. Still, when he was with Clover all he could notice were the details. The silk of her hair. The smoothness of her skin. The soft smile she gave him first thing in the morning before she woke up. But that wasn’t everything. It was all the little things from her quick mind to her smart mouth to her craving for adventure that made her so damned irresistible—and dangerous to him.

      He should get up now. Walk back to the house. Go to bed. Wake up and fake his way through a brunch with a family he’d never see again. But he didn’t move a muscle.

      Maybe Hudson was right and all of those RomComs had fucked up his head because sitting here with Clover he couldn’t think of any place he’d rather be. Or maybe it was that being with Clover had begun to feel right, something that if he said out loud would probably send her sprinting toward her next adventure like a world record–holding track-and-field star.

      She shifted beside him, turning so she faced him. Echoing her movements, he did the same. They were so close, mouths only inches apart, but neither of them made a move as anticipation began as a buzz in the back of his head and moved south.

      Her pink tongue darted out and glided across her plump bottom lip. “I’m not ready to go in yet.”

      “And I’m not going anywhere without you.” Dipping his head, he closed the distance between them and claimed the woman he had no right to.
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      This is what Clover wanted—needed—a night that didn’t have a tomorrow, just a now. Tomorrow could take care of itself because tonight she had Sawyer.

      Breaking the kiss, she nudged him onto his back, following so she ended up straddling his hips. God, he was sexy as hell, all square jaw, muscles, and hard planes. She leaned forward and traced her lips across his stubble-covered jaw and down his corded neck as she fisted his T-shirt, yanking it higher.

      “Off. Now.”

      “You are so fucking demanding,” he said with half a laugh.

      “Like you aren’t.” She glided her fingertips over the ridges of his abs like a topographical map of heaven, and he sucked in a breath through his teeth. No one was laughing now.

      “I’m the one on my back and totally at your mercy,” he said, but the predatory look in his eyes said he was anything but vulnerable.

      “As if that’s ever the case.”

      His hand went to the small of her back and he rolled her, putting her underneath him. “I guess you’re right.”

      Heart racing, she stared up at him, trying to remember to breathe because basic bodily functions seemed amazingly difficult when all she wanted was to take all he was offering. Damn. It shouldn’t be so easy for him to turn her into a boneless mass of want and hunger, but he did. So she fought against it, marshaling all her effort into maintaining at least a sheen of indifference.

      Looking up at him through her eyelashes, she gave him her best sex kitten look. “Say it again.”

      “Why? Does being right get you hot and wet and needy for me?” Now his fingers were the ones doing the walking, caressing her skin over the thin material of her tank top and sending little jolts of electricity across her skin.

      “You do that just by breathing,” she answered, desire making her voice breathy.

      Standing up, he reached behind his head and stripped off his shirt and dropped it onto the dock. His pants and boxers followed. Hands on his hips, the moonlight at his back, he stared down at her—more confident and sure of himself than any man she’d ever known. If there was one moment in this adventure she’d never forget, it was this.

      “Oh Dios mío,” she sighed.

      One side of his mouth quirked up. “I know I’m either doing something right or something wrong when you start talking in another language.”

      “Right. You are doing something very, very right.” Except, of course, for the fact that he wasn’t touching her. Not that she’d sit around waiting for that.

      Rolling up into a sitting position, she looked her fill—as if that was possible—before moving onto her knees in front of him so that his hard cock was only inches from her mouth. She curled her hand around his girth, her middle finger almost but not quite touching her thumb when she encircled him.

      He let out a soft groan as he stared at her hand. “All I had to do was get naked?”

      “And stand there looking like the Greek god of moonlight and sexy times.”

      “If I agree, then that’s when you say my ego is out of control.”

      She licked her lips. “Looks like you’ll have to find a way to shut me up, then.”

      “You’re definitely giving me ideas.”

      Judging by the gravelly tone in his voice, just the right kind of ideas. She tightened her grip on his cock, stroking it from the base to the head as pre-come pooled on the tip. It wasn’t an invitation she was going to decline. Keeping her tongue flat and wide, she lapped it up as she watched him let his head drop back as he groaned again.

      “You can’t stop there,” he said, not a plea but not quite an order.

      Tormenting him at a time like this was just the sort of thing she loved to do and he got off on. “Are we negotiating?”

      “No.” One word. One order.

      Her core clenched. “Good.”

      She curled her fingers around his thick forearms and moved them so his hands cupped either side of her head then opened her mouth, wrapped her lips around his swollen head, and took him in as far as she could before retreating. His groan echoed in her ears as she reached behind and cupped his hard ass. That sound, the one that said he was already lost in the moment. God, she was going to miss it, but if she thought about that then she’d miss these last few hours with him and she wasn’t willing to give that up. She’d have the rest of her life to remember.

      “You’re killing me.” His fingers tangled in her hair, pulling in some places, and he joined her efforts and slid his cock through her parted lips. “And you’re still wearing all your clothes.”

      She wouldn’t be for long, but she was enjoying this too much to stop now so she sucked him deeper until he filled her mouth completely and the head of his cock dipped down into her throat. Relishing the way his ass tightened under her fingers, she kept it up, taking him in and letting him go, until he held her head firm and withdrew from her mouth with an audible pop.

      “I’m beginning to think you’re an exhibitionist,” she teased.

      “All I’m thinking is that you have too many clothes on,” he said, his voice as hard as the rest of him. “Take ’em off.”

      If she was a more patient woman, she’d make him wait—or have him tear them off of her like he’d done to her panties. But that time was passed. She wasn’t about to deny either of them what they really wanted, not tonight. She slid her jeans and panties down over her hips and then took off her tank top as she stepped out of the material around her ankles.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Watching Clover strip was like watching the sun rise after the longest, coldest night of the year. It made the whole world a better place. It made time stand still, and it made him want to be a better man so he’d be worthy of touching even a single inch of her soft skin.

      “Jesus, you’re beautiful.”

      “I hope you’re not planning to just look,” she said, feathering her fingers across her tits.

      “Only for a little bit longer.”

      If this was their last night together—and despite what he knew was the right thing to do, he wasn’t willing to agree to that right now—he was going to look his fill, put it to memory. The way her blond hair fell to her shoulders, not long enough to reach the rosy tips of her hard nipples. The flare of her hip as her body curved out from the pinch of her waist. The line of six freckles on the back of her thigh pointing up to her perfect ass. All of that was amazing, but it wasn’t what he really saw when he looked at her standing tall and proud in front of him, daring him to look his fill. It was what he’d seen of her before. The way she’d laughed so loud at one of the flea market dealer’s corny jokes that everyone around them turned to look. The ease with which she jumped into new situations without the slightest hesitation. The tired smile she gave him and the soft, satisfied sigh she made after they were both wrecked from brain-depleting orgasms that made him want to do it all over again just to see and hear it again.

      Hudson had warned him about getting distracted, but Sawyer knew he was way past that for all the absolutely no good it did him. She had adventures to go on that didn’t involve him or his big-picture vision, and while part of him—that selfish, shitty part of him—wanted to keep her with him, he couldn’t do it because his brother was right. It would cost him too much, just not in the way Hudson meant or Sawyer wanted to admit—even to himself.

      “Enough lookie-loo time,” she said, closing the distance between them.

      Her fingertips gliding down the middle of his chest broke him out of his daze.

      He grabbed her wrist before she could get to his happy trail and he lost the will to set some ground rules. “This will be slow.” He lowered her arm to her side and let go. “There will be foreplay.” He dragged the pad of his thumb across her full bottom lip. “There will be kissing.” He dipped his head lower, stopping just shy of her mouth. “There will be no negotiating.”

      Of course, he never said it would be gentle or sweet, so when he kissed her he did it like a man staking a claim because tonight Clover was his. Her lips parted and he swept his tongue inside, tasting her and teasing her until she sank against him, and he wrapped his arms around her. Fuck, she was soft in all the places he was hard and aching. His hands roamed over her smooth skin, imprinting on her in an invisible script that said all the things he could not.

      Her hands were everywhere—sliding down his spine, squeezing his ass, and roaming across any inch of skin she could reach—as they kissed, taking everything from each other they could and giving back just as much. It wasn’t enough. He needed to feel her everywhere so he loosened his hold on her and they slid to the blanket. He broke the kiss, tracing his lips across the line of her jaw and down the long column of her throat.

      “Sawyer.” Her plea.

      “Yes.” His answering promise.

      He cupped her tits, brought them higher and lowered his mouth to them and circled his tongue around her pebbled nipples, first one and then the other. Answering her moan, he grazed his teeth across one nipple before drawing it into his mouth and sucking hard. She cried out, her fingers gripping his hair. So he did it again and again until she’d wrapped her legs around one of his and rubbed her wet folds against his thigh in search of relief.

      “What do you want, Clover?”

      “Touch me.”

      “Where?”

      “Everywhere.”

      “Here?” He slid his fingers down her side, following the dip and expanse of her waist and hip.

      She may have meant her frustrated groan to hurry him along, but it did the opposite. They both might be cursing later but he planned on drawing this out as long as he could stand it, which judging by the tingling ache in his balls would definitely not be as long as he wanted. Still, he caressed the gentle curve of her belly, going low enough for her to let out a whimper of gratitude before traveling upward and rolling one hard nipple.

      “Touch me.”

      “Where?”

      “Please. I’m so wet. I need you.”

      It was such a desperate appeal, to deny her would just be cruel. He glided his fingers down her stomach—slowly, after all he was still a prick—while she writhed underneath him until he parted her slick lips and circled her swollen clit.

      Her legs parted, her spine bowed, and the words that left her mouth could have been English or another language, he couldn’t tell because he was concentrating too hard on not giving in to every instinct screaming at him to put his hard cock where his fingers were. But just touching her like this wasn’t enough.

      He rocked back on his haunches. “Spread your legs.”

      She did without hesitation, her core glistening in the moonlight, and all thoughts of taking it slow left him. He had to have more of her. Now. He leaned down, his hands circling her thighs and then going underneath her to cup her ass, lifted her hips, and tasted her. She was so wet, so soft and ready for him as her rolled his tongue over her clit.

      Her fingers dug into his scalp as her hips bucked upward, pressing herself more firmly against him. “Make me come.”

      His girl wasn’t fooling around anymore. She’d played his game and was obviously now done. Who was he to tell her no? Adding his fingers to the tongue action, he pushed her closer and closer to the edge as her sucked, licked, and rolled her most sensitive spot until he felt her thighs tremble on either side of his face.

      “Sawyer,” she cried out as her orgasm hit.

      Her heels dug into his back as she rode the wave, and he continued to lap at her core with an ever-softer touch as she began to come down. By the time he sat up, she had that hazy, satisfied look on her face of a woman—his woman—who’d had her world thoroughly rocked. She sighed and gave him that tired smile of hers that brought out the chest-pounding caveman inside him.

      “You can mark foreplay off the list for tonight,” he said, brushing a wet kiss across the belly button.

      “Thank God,” she said, chuckling as she slapped her hand around the messy mounds of their clothes until she hit his jeans. Without waiting for him to say anything, she grabbed his wallet out of the back pocket and pulled out a condom. “I’m ready for the main event.”

      “That makes two of us.”

      “I should say so.” Her gaze dropped to his cock and she flipped the condom over to him.

      He ripped it open in a rush, rolled it on, and sat back on his ass. “Come here.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      Clover’s thighs were still a jiggly mess, her brain drowning in a lust-induced fog, but she managed to make it over to Sawyer. Bracing her hands on his shoulders with her feet on either side of his hips, she watched his face as she lowered herself down onto him inch by inch until he filled her completely. His jaw tightened and the vein in his temple throbbed as he waited for her to adjust to his size. No rushing for him, not even now when they were both so desperate for it. Then, when her muscles relaxed enough from the massive climax she’d just had to let him inside, she wrapped her legs around his back and kept her gaze on his face as she undulated her hips, angling her body so her clit rubbed up against him with every wave.

      “God, you feel so good,” he said, his voice rough with desire.

      If she could have formed words she would have told him ditto, but his hands were on her back, sliding down to her ass and pushing her down harder on him, and the part of her brain in charge of speech didn’t work anymore. She dug her fingers into the thick muscles of his shoulders, grounding herself to the moment and to him, and lowered her mouth to his. It wasn’t a gentle kiss. It was hard and yearning and needy. It was a demand she couldn’t voice and a question she couldn’t ask. It was everything in the world that mattered.

      Forward and back she rocked against him, taking him deep within her before letting him go. Over and over he buried himself in her, thrusting and retreating until a light sheen of sweat covered them, making it hard for her to hold on to him but she wouldn’t let go. She couldn’t. Her thighs ached. Again and again her core squeezed him every time she raised her hips and took him until he filled her completely, until all her body knew was the sensations of desire and pleasure pouring over her.

      Sawyer shifted beneath her, changing the angle of his thrust so that it hit the bundle of nerves inside her opening and she gasped, breaking the kiss. Good didn’t begin to describe it. Mind-blowing was close but still not close enough.

      “Fuck.”

      “Couldn’t have said it better myself,” he said, sliding one hand between their bodies and pressing his thumb to one side of her clit.

      A jolt of sensation rocketed through her. “Yes.”

      He lessened the pressure then reapplied it over and over as she rocked against him, taking his cock in as deep as she could. “That’s it, ride me until you come again.”

      As if the mere mention of it was enough to trigger her, the second orgasm hit without warning, turning the night Technicolor and blocking out the rest of the world except for Sawyer.

      “God, I love watching that,” he said, each word coming in time with his thrusts as he gripped her hips and moved her up and down. “I’m not—” His climax hit before he could finish the sentence and her name fell from his lips.

      By the time he came back to himself, she’d half convinced herself that she’d memorized every line on his face, every strand of his hair, every line of muscle.

      “I think you killed me,” he mumbled.

      She brushed her lips across his. “Only a little.”

      Rolling off Sawyer and laying down on her back, Clover ignored the little voice telling her to be careful—to remember the clock was ticking down the minutes until all of this was over. Being naked next to Sawyer with the stars spread out like a blanket above them and the sound of the water lapping at the shore in time with his breaths, she gave in to the lazy, bone-melting satisfaction that only an amazing orgasm could deliver. She felt too good to listen to the invisible asshole of a naysayer on her shoulder.

      Sawyer let out a happy sigh and lay back onto the blanket. “Five minutes and we head in.”

      God, he was optimistic. “Make it ten and I’m in.”

      “Are you ever not negotiating?”

      “I do sleep occasionally.”

      He reached out and intertwined his fingers with hers. “Smart-ass.”

      “You know me so well.”

      “I’m beginning to.” He squeezed her hand.

      And a beginning was all they’d get, the little jerk on her shoulder whispered, yanking her out of her post-coital happy haze and throwing her right back down into hard reality. It was for the best, really. Body protesting, she sat up and reached for her panties—and froze. The sticky slickness on her upper thighs didn’t come from her. Confusion. Understanding. Panic. They swept through her one right after the other like a ninety-miles-per-hour wind gust, leaving her heart racing and her lungs heaving.

      “What’s wrong?” Sawyer asked, the question sharp and jolting.

      “The condom.” She couldn’t look at him, only the red and green plaid pattern of the blanket. “Is it okay?”

      “What do you… Shit.”

      She was up and to the edge of the dock before reality sank in. Jumping in wouldn’t do her a damn bit of good. No use crying over spilled semen and all that. Oh yes there fucking was. Her throat constricted as she turned around.

      Sawyer stood in the middle of the blanket, the moonlight illuminating the wing tattoos on his chest and the shocked expression on his face.

      “Okay, is there a twenty-four-hour pharmacy here?” he asked, calm even in the face of disaster. “We can go get the morning after pill and—”

      “I can’t. I’m allergic.” There were three inactive ingredients in the pill and one of them made her react like someone with a peanut allergy in a nut factory.

      “You can’t take it?” Now there was that icy panic in his voice that she felt in her veins.

      She shook her head. “Nope.”

      “Okay, so…”

      “We wait to see if I’m pregnant or not. It’s the only thing we can do.” She yanked on her jeans and pulled on her tank top, her stomach roiling and her mind going eight directions at the speed of light all at once. “No offense, but can we not have this talk right now? I just want to go inside.”

      Once there, she’d shut the door to her childhood bedroom and stare at the water stain on her ceiling until she stopped feeling like she was going to puke or pass out.

      Sawyer nodded, his eyes brighter behind the glasses he’d put back on. “Sure.”

      He got dressed quickly, she rolled up the blanket and tucked it under her arm, and they left the lake behind them. The walk through the woods back to the house was filled with shadows and silence. By the time they got to the gate with its cheery gnome handle, Clover was cold inside and out.

      Sawyer stopped her before she could walk through the gate. “It’s gonna be okay. We’ll figure it out.”

      The words were pretty, but she knew the truth. Whatever else the past few weeks had been for Sawyer and her, they weren’t a prelude to something permanent. He was an industry titan from a wealthy family with a big-picture plan for everything. She was a working-class girl from Sparksville who’d never met a job she couldn’t quit or an adventure she could turn down. They weren’t a forever couple. They weren’t even a for now couple. Fake engagement, real maybe baby. She glanced up at the house behind the white picket fence. Despite her best efforts, she might just turn into her mother anyway. Her gut cramped.

      “Let’s just keep this between us until we know if I’m even pregnant. That’s not negotiable.”

      “Agreed.” But it didn’t sound like he liked it.

      She nodded her head, unable to do much more than mutter a quiet, “Good night.”

      He didn’t stop her as she walked through the gate, around the corner of the house, and in through the kitchen door to her childhood home, the one she’d sworn she’d never come back to or build one like it for herself.
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      The sun was up and Clover could hear voices coming down the hall from the kitchen. She smoothed her shirt over her flat belly and ran a brush through her hair. The bed was made. The bathroom connected to her bedroom put back to how it had been before. Her overnighter had been repacked and zipped closed. She’d delayed as long as she could. Time to put a smile on and pretend that everything hadn’t just changed. More than that, she had to do it all while lying to her family about the man she wasn’t about to marry and wouldn’t be seeing after today.

      Still, she didn’t move toward her closed bedroom door.

      A baby. Maybe.

      Her period was due in about a week. Until then, there was nothing she could do but wait and worry and…ignore the small bubble of excitement surrounding the boulder of anxiety in her stomach and the dream she’d had last night of a baby with her hair and Sawyer’s hazel eyes. That wasn’t the life for her. She was about new places and new experiences, not a static life behind a white picket fence.

      Hustling out of the room before that mental image could take hold, she walked down the hallway toward the kitchen, the telltale smell of smoke announcing that her mother was in the kitchen. God love the woman, but she could burn water, which is why her dad did most of the cooking.

      “You’re gonna burn the place down, Laura,” her dad’s voice filtered out of the kitchen, along with the haze of burned bacon–scented air.

      “You just got back from the hospital. Don’t make me send you back there, Phillip,” her mom retorted. “Now, go sit in the living room like I told you until everything’s ready.”

      The smoke detector let out a long squawk before being silenced as Clover approached the kitchen, listening to the banter that had been a part of her parents’ marriage for as long as she could remember. She hesitated in the doorway. Her brother was at the table, a book open on the table and oblivious to the goings-on around him. Her mom looked harried but happy as she stood in front of the stove waving a tea towel to push the smoke from the pan toward the open back door. Her dad, a little paler than normal with a tired pinch to his eyes, leaned against the half-wall dividing the kitchen from the living room.

      “Good thing I didn’t marry you for your cooking,” Phillip said, shaking his head.

      Her mom tossed the towel across one shoulder and marched over to her dad. “Nope, you married me because, and I quote, you couldn’t imagine your life without the most beautiful woman you ever met.”

      “More like the most maddening,” he said, beaming down at her.

      “And you love it.” Laura went up on her toes and kissed Phillip’s cheek. “Now get out of here. Sawyer and I can handle brunch.”

      Sawyer?

      At that moment, the man in question came strolling out of the walk-in pantry his arms filled with pancake mix, syrup, chocolate chips, and powdered sugar. Some of the sugar must have poofed up from the bag because there was a fine dusting of white across one of his glass lenses. He looked totally out of place and completely ridiculous, and her heart skipped anyway. Damn it. Not the reaction she needed to be having right now.

      He spotted her and stopped. Every nerve ending in her body came alive when he looked at her and the bubble of hope that had no right to be inside her expanded just a little.

      A baby. Maybe.

      Don’t do it, Clover girl.

      They didn’t make sense together and a maybe baby wasn’t going to change that. The best thing she could do for her own sanity was remember that this wasn’t a real engagement. It was a job. One that would pay for her trip to Australia and more adventures after that. To imagine anything else would just lead to heartbreak. Even if there was a baby, that couldn’t be the cornerstone to a lasting relationship. She may have spent her life fighting against going down the same path as her mom, but there was no denying that her mom and dad loved each other. Really loved each other. She wouldn’t settle for anything less and she wasn’t cruel enough to raise a child in an environment where its mom and dad didn’t have that.

      “Morning,” Sawyer said, crossing to the kitchen island and setting everything down on it. “Please tell me your dad taught you how to make pancakes.”

      Despite her black mood, she laughed. “He did.”

      “Thank God.” Sawyer winked at her as he started measuring out pancake mix according to the directions on the box. “I was gonna feel really bad if I helped your mom burn down the house.”

      Some of the tension ebbed out of her shoulders. Whatever else happened, Sawyer wasn’t going to let this be awkward—at least not at her parents’ house. Later they’d deal with it, but for now they were just two people pretending that everything was as it seemed. She plugged in the large griddle on the island and grabbed a spatula from a drawer. If he could do this, so could she. Together, they just might carry it off.

      “Morning, pumpkin,” her dad said, ambling over for a hug and a surreptitious look at the ingredients Sawyer had gathered and how he was mixing them together.

      She squeezed her dad as tight as she dared. “I thought we were picking you up in an hour?”

      “Well I—”

      “Bullied the doctor into letting him out first thing this morning,” Laura cut in. “The damn fool took a taxi home.”

      “Don’t listen to a word she says,” her dad said, looking every bit like someone caught with his hand in the cookie jar but denying it anyway. “Dr. Thornson was totally on board with the plan.”

      Leaning into his arms, she inhaled the familiar scent of his aftershave and offered up a silent prayer of thanks for some things that didn’t change. “I’m so glad you’re okay, Dad.”

      “Me, too, pumpkin.” He gave her a kiss on the top of her head and then wandered out of the kitchen to the worn chair in the living room that he refused to let her mom take to the county landfill.

      And so things settled into a comfortable silence with her dad reading the paper while her mom set the table and she and Sawyer made the pancakes. It was the kind of domestic scene that would normally make her feet itch, but today it didn’t—and she refused to question why.

      Half an hour later, the syrup had barely been poured on top of her pancakes before her mom went into inquisition mode.

      “So this all happened pretty fast,” her mom said, not touching the three pancakes, hash browns, Canadian bacon, regular bacon, and berry assortment on her plate. “I gotta tell you, Clover, your dad and I were very surprised when we heard secondhand about the engagement and then you’ve been avoiding my calls since then and it has us worried.”

      Subtle, her mom was not.

      “I know, Mom, and I’m sorry about not saying anything but…” She got to the end of her words before her brain had time to think up anything.

      “It was my fault,” Sawyer picked up the slack. “I talked her into surprising you, but word snuck out before we had a chance.”

      “Uh-huh,” her mom didn’t sound convinced.

      “So why the big rush to an engagement? It’s not like you two have known each other for that long,” her dad asked, his mouth half full of pancakes.

      Her gut clenched and, reflexively, she put a hand on her belly. “It just sort of happened.”

      “It freaked me way out. You see, I’m a big-picture person and marriage has never figured into the plan.” Sawyer picked up the coffee pot and gestured toward her mom’s half-empty cup. “Refill?” After waiting for her mom to nod, he went on. “But my mom had it in her head that it was past time I got married.”

      “That sounds familiar,” Bobby muttered, his eyes glued to the science journal laying by his plate. “The parental unit actually thought I was a better hope for grandkids than Jane.”

      “You’re in the lab too much,” her mom said with a sigh.

      Her dad nodded. “Yeah, we want to make sure you have kids early before one of your experiments turns you into a superhero.”

      Clover perked up. This was news. Her family had given up on her doing the whole marriage and kids thing? Okay, maybe her dad had, but mom had never stopped with her little reminders. Sawyer must have sensed the tension stiffening her spine because he reached under the table and took her hand in his before continuing.

      “Well, my mom was on a formal campaign and my brother thought it would be funny to put out an ad for someone to act as a buffer between my mom and me,” he said, obviously omitting the timing of that occurrence.

      “What?” her mom gasped.

      “No, not like that,” Sawyer said in a rush. “Like a personal assistant who could dissuade my mom from trying to twist my arm to go on dates with her wife candidates.”

      “Please God, don’t ever let our parents meet,” Bobby said, shaking his head. “Can you two elope or something?”

      Sawyer raised his coffee mug in a commiserating salute. “Clover turned out to be the perfect fit and not just for the job. We connected right away. A few pineapple shakes and trips to the flea market later, and I was hooked.”

      Her dad’s fork fell with a clank onto his plate, his eyes wide. His face had lost what little color it had. Fear twisting her lungs tight, Clover was out of her seat in seconds rushing to his side. She and her mom got there at the same time.

      “Stop your fussing,” he said, waving them off as an embarrassed flush filled his cheeks. “I’m fine.”

      Clover’s pulse pounded in her ears as she took a hard look at her dad, but he looked annoyed, not like he was about to have a heart attack for real. She let out a deep breath and slid back into her chair.

      “I’ve gotta get this straight. You voluntarily went to the flea market? With Jane? On one of her DIY hell trips?” her dad said, his tone a mix of awe and horror. “And you didn’t run screaming?”

      Sawyer nodded, just the right amount of bemused wonder on his face.

      “Laura, darling, call off the dogs,” her dad said with a chuckle, sneaking a sip of his wife’s coffee before she could swipe the cup from his grip. “This man’s a goner.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      Was he a goner? Almost two hours into the drive back to Harbor City and Sawyer couldn’t shake the question.

      He wasn’t, of course. That would be ridiculous. It was an unusual situation, and add to that the fact that the condom broke last night and of course it could appear that way, even if someone didn’t know all of the relevant facts. Like that the whole farce of an engagement was just another fun adventure for her and an efficient way for him to submarine Operation Marry Off Sawyer. Well, not the condom breaking part. That was just the bit of reality to smack both of them upside the heads.

      Could she be pregnant? Yeah. Was she? Highly doubtful. It was just the once.

      Said every high school-aged parent ever.

      Okay, he was not going there.

      Back to something he could control: this fake engagement/very real and very hot no-strings affair. Had Clover become a distraction? He snuck a peek at her out of the corner of his eye. She was winding a strand of hair around her finger while she gnawed her bottom lip raw and stared out the window at the outer suburbs of Harbor City. Her sunglasses were on, which kept him from seeing the look in her brown eyes, but he didn’t need that to know. She’d been curled up in the passenger seat the entire trip as if she could make herself small enough to disappear. The urge to reach out to her, take her hand at the very least, made him grip the steering wheel tighter because with every mile closer they got to home, the slower he drove. It was beginning to get obvious—especially considering the number of cars whipping around him in their rush to get to the city. He had a deal to prep, a trip to Singapore to get ready for, and yet here he was cruising down the highway at a brisk fifty-five miles per hour.

      Was he distracted? Hell yes.

      Which is exactly why they’d decided to end the fake engagement early. It made sense, it fit with his big-picture plan for Carlyle Enterprises and for him—it was the only thing that mattered. And the only reason why he was driving five miles under the speed limit instead of his regular fifteen over was because he was in a shitty rental that shook anytime he took it over sixty.

      Really.

      It sure as hell wasn’t because the conversation was so stellar. Neither of them had said much of anything since piling into the rental and waving good-bye to her parents. Scanning the highway for something to start a conversation, his gaze hit a minivan with more stick figure kids than he could imagine on the back window, a cop pulling over someone going the opposite direction, and a billboard for a discount bridal shop. Yeah, a whole lotta nothing there. Still, he had to try something. They couldn’t end things like this, so he opened his mouth and let go with the first words that popped into his head.

      “We could get married.”

      He almost swerved off the road, correcting right as the wheels went over the rumble strips on the side of the highway. Where in the hell had that statement come from?

      Clover smacked a palm down on the dashboard to brace herself and snorted. “Yeah right.”

      “Why not?” he asked, returning the middle finger salute from the driver in the next lane.

      She didn’t even turn to look at him, just curled her knees tighter to her chest. “You’re you and I’m me.”

      “What does that mean?” His frustration made the question louder than he meant.

      Now she did look at him, twisting in her seat and revealing the hard set to her jaw and the swollen redness of her bottom lip. “Tell me what you envision for our married life together.”

      His mind went blank. He hadn’t been telling her parents a story at brunch. He’d never planned on getting married. Hudson was the ladies’ man. He was the boring Carlyle brother. The one who went to work. The one who focused on growing Carlyle Enterprises. The one who had absolutely no identity outside of the company—nor had he ever wanted one.

      Her lips curled into a tight smile and she returned to her original position, staring out the passenger window. “That’s what I thought.”

      Gripping the steering wheel tight enough that his knuckles turned white, he counted to twenty. Another set of cars passed them as his lungs tightened and his pulse began to race. “You might be pregnant.”

      “And you think that is the proper foundation for building a life together?” she asked, her voice barely loud enough to be heard over the lawn mower engine making the car go. “A broken condom?”

      Fuck. That was the core of it, wasn’t it? He could lie and say yes, but she’d see through him in an instant. And in that moment, he hated himself for it. This wasn’t how his world worked. It wasn’t how this was supposed to go. But the thing was, for the first time in his life since his dad died, he had no fucking clue what happened next and it ate away at him right down to the bone.

      “If you are pregnant,” he said, pressing the gas pedal down because he needed to do something—anything—at that moment. “I won’t be a missing part of my child’s life.”

      Clover let out a weary sigh and rested her temple against the passenger window. “I’d never want you to be. If I’m pregnant—and that’s a big if—we’ll figure it out from there.”

      “Fine,” he ground out as he passed a minivan. “But until we know one way or another we go ahead with the engagement as if it was real.”

      “Why?”

      He grabbed ahold of the first reason that came to mind. “Because I have you under contract for another two weeks, and I’m not agreeing to early separation. That’s not up for negotiation.”

      “The contract, of course.” Maybe she was just tired, but her voice sounded thicker than before. “So we go on pretending to be engaged until we know one way or another in a week or two. But no matter how it turns out, remember that I’m not a white picket fence kind of girl and you sure aren’t the kind of guy to clock out of the office at five every day to go home to your wife and kids.”

      Was she wrong? No. They were who they were. Those differences were no big deal when it was all about hot sex and fun, but twenty years down the line? He had no plan for that. Still, he couldn’t stop himself from pushing.

      “Look, I’m not saying it would be a perfect marriage, but…” The words died out as some emotion he couldn’t—didn’t want—to identify jacked up his thinking. “Just consider it.”

      God knew he would. As Harbor City’s skyline, dotted with Carlyle Enterprises buildings, took shape in the near distance, the idea was already taking root in his head in ways that all of his mother’s schemes to find him the perfect Harbor City socialite wife never had.
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      Two awkward, silence-filled days later, Clover shuffled through the front door of the apartment she shared with Daphne, her shoulders aching and her body weary. The setting sun streamed through the living room windows, landing on the bowl of popcorn, open bottle of wine, and two plastic glasses sitting in the middle of the reclaimed steamer trunk they’d converted into a coffee table. Judging from the amount of noise coming from the kitchen, though, Daphne was in there singing and putting the finishing touches on the double plate of cookies they always had on movie night.

      Standing in the open doorway, she hesitated, not sure whether to move forward or slink back and text her that something had come up. Being around people—especially someone who knew her well—didn’t seem like a great plan right now. The dense emotional fog that had been swirling around her since that night by the lake thickened, making it hard to breathe, to think, to do just about anything. She never should have said yes to movie night this week.

      “Lupakan ia,” she said and turned toward the door.

      But before she could make tracks, Daphne walked out of the kitchen carrying a plate of cookies.

      “Clover!” she hollered in a singsong voice. “When you didn’t answer my text, I was afraid you were ditching me to keep no-strings-attached banging your fake fiancé before time ran out and you had to leave for Australia.”

      That one teasing statement cut through the haze around Clover. No strings. Banging. Sawyer. Maybe baby. Australia. Too late. All of it came at her in a rush like a cold, stinging burst of wind that cut right through her, bone deep and breath stealing. Her throat tightened, her lungs pinched, and the hot tears that had been lurking behind that numbing fog spilled down her cheeks.

      Daphne squawked in concern, put down the plate she was holding, and rushed over to her, wrapping her arms around her in a hug and squeezing tight. It didn’t stop the tears, but it relieved the pressure of the ache that had built up over the last few days. She wasn’t alone in this whatever it was. It took several deep breaths, but she finally managed to stop crying and Daphne let her go.

      Daphne took Clover by the shoulders and gave her a long, hard look. “Oh, honey, what happened?” Then she handed Clover a double chocolate cookie and a glass of red wine that was twice the size of a normal pour.

      The wine was tempting—so fucking tempting—but she set it down on the entry table and took a bite of the cookie instead. It didn’t taste like much but if she couldn’t have wine, the magical and medicinal properties of chocolate were going to have to do all the work.

      Daphne herded her into the living room. “I can call my cousin to kick his ass.”

      Looking at her best friend so ready to go to bat for her without even knowing why, she almost started crying again. Chin trembling, she sat down on the couch and took in a long breath through her nose and braced herself for saying the words that had been screaming inside her head out loud.

      “The condom broke.”

      Daphne stilled, her brown eyes wide.

      “What did he say?”

      “He asked me to marry him.” There, that sounded almost neutral and not at all like she was about to start bawling again.

      “What did you say?”

      “Nothing. What could I say?” The memory of the resigned look in Sawyer’s eyes when he’d asked her to think about it was like picking at a scab right over her heart. “Oh yeah, so I may or may not be pregnant but we have phenomenal sex. Let’s see how the whole tying yourself to one person forever works out because you know the one thing I’ve dreamed about since I was a little girl was being barefoot, pregnant, and handcuffed to a vacuum cleaner.”

      Daphne rolled her eyes. “I don’t think that’s really how marriages work these days.” Then she draped an arm around Clover’s shoulders and gave her a solid squeeze. “What can I do?”

      Was doing some sort of spell to make her period come asking too much? “Not make me watch a horrible movie and let me eat all the chocolate chip cookies I can stuff in my face.”

      “Done.” Daphne picked up the chocolate chip cookie plate and handed it over. “So what are you going to do? Do you want kids?”

      “I didn’t think so but…” She rubbed her palm in a circle on her belly, the motion calming her even if it didn’t lessen any of the uncertainty in her life right now. Sawyer didn’t want to marry her, not really. He just wanted to force the unexpected event to fit into the plan he already had worked out for his life. “It’s hard to explain.”

      “Try,” Daphne said.

      Clover took in a deep breath and tried to organize the thoughts whirling around in her head. The truth of it was she hadn’t tried to put everything into words before. All she knew was that everything hurt and she couldn’t pinpoint exactly why. So she started with the point she was most certain of and started talking.

      “I love my mom, but that’s not the life I ever wanted for myself,” she said. “She eats apple pie every Sunday even though she hates it and that’s just one example of how she stuffs away what she wants for someone else. Plus, she never gets to go anywhere. Sparksville and my dad are her whole world—along with Bobby and me, of course. I didn’t want that. I wanted to live. I wanted to experience every new thing out there. I didn’t want to miss out on a single experience when she missed out on a million because she was tied down by her family. I never questioned it.” Her heart hammered against her ribs and she took a second to swallow past the emotion blocking her throat. “But now I look around and realize that I’m twenty-six years old, have never held a job for longer than a few months, have been all over the globe, and I’m not any closer to feeling like I have it all than I was when I was in my old bedroom in high school writing in my diary that I’d never end up like my mother.” This was it, that thing looming in the dark shadows of her head, the ones she never bothered to shine a light on—not until she answered that ad for a personal buffer. “Then I met Sawyer and I started to like being in one place. Being with him wasn’t boring or stifling or a chore. It was…thrilling and fun and a little bit scary, but in a good way.” Her pulse sped up as all sorts of things she’d been afraid to consider started clicking into place. “I was still trying new things and new experiences—it was just a pineapple shake at a diner instead of a drink most people couldn’t pronounce in a country I’d never been to before. And when the condom broke, I freaked out but not all the way. Part of me was…hopeful and excited about the possibility of a baby and of having a life with Sawyer.” The realization was freeing even as she acknowledged the bittersweet futility of it all. “But when he asked me to marry him out of obligation it was like watching all the things I didn’t even realize I was starting to want get blown out of the water.”

      “Oh God,” Daphne said with a soft groan as she leaned forward and gave Clover a sympathetic hug. “You fell in love.”

      “I think I did.” And there went the waterworks with the very glamorous addition of a runny nose because this was what her formerly very happy life had come to.

      Her best friend grabbed a napkin from the stack next to the popcorn bowl and handed it to her. “It’s not the worst thing to have happen, Clover.”

      Her hands shaky and her breath coming in tortured gasps, Clover wiped her cheeks dry and blew her nose and yanked back control over her tear ducts. “I won’t marry him because he feels responsible for a baby that may not even exist, but I can’t seem to walk away from him, either.”

      “So you wait and see if you’re pregnant.”

      Clover stuffed half a cookie in her mouth because if these weren’t the kind of emotions that needed to be eaten away, she didn’t know what kind were. “And then?”

      “Then I’ll be here for you like I’ve always been, and I’ll support you in whatever you choose,” Daphne said and held out her pinky. “Promise.”

      Barely managing not to start sniffling again, Clover straightened out her pinkie finger and touched it to Daphne’s. A pinky promise was about as good as it was going to get for her right about now and she knew it, but sometimes that was good enough—and right now it had to be because she was still fake engaged to a man she loved for real who didn’t love her back.

      
        
        …

      

      

      The next morning with his suitcase in hand, Sawyer took a last look at Clover’s closed bedroom door, clamped his jaws together tight enough to rattle his teeth, and stepped into the elevator. He kept his gaze on the buttons lighting up one after the other rather than his own reflection in the mirrored doors. He didn’t need to look to see the dark circles under his eyes that were minimized if not eliminated by his glasses. Three days of near silence between him and Clover—with most of their talking being at the office about the Singapore deal—had left him feeling like shit.

      Neither of them had mentioned the possible baby or his marriage proposal. Was he a chicken shit for letting it lay? Probably. But he’d promised himself to give her space and so that’s what he was going to do. His phone vibrated against his chest and he withdrew it from his inside jacket pocket.

      Mom: We need to talk.

      That was definitely not going to happen.

      Sawyer: Headed off to airport for a quick trip to Singapore. Talk when I get back?

      He stared at his phone, half believing it might just explode at any moment.

      Mom: Of course.

      He let out the breath he’d been holding right as the elevator doors opened. He nodded at Irving on his way through the lobby and made it almost to the doors when his phone vibrated in his hand.

      Mom: Is Clover going with you?

      His gut clenched and his steps faltered just enough as he walked through the Carlyle Towers front doors that Linus gave him a funny look as he held open the Town Car’s door. Sawyer recovered his stride and got into the car’s back seat. He stared at the empty seat beside him before answering his mom’s question.

      Sawyer: No.

      Mom: Have a safe trip. Good luck with Mr. Lim.

      Finally nailing this Singapore deal should be all he was thinking about right now, but it wasn’t. Instead, all he could think about during the drive to the airport, the walk through security, and checking into the elite class VIP lounge was Clover. What was she doing right now? Was she feeling okay? Was she scared? Was she excited? Did she hate his guts? Was she going to say yes? Was he a complete and total fucking whiny wimp?

      Survey says yes. Man up, asshole.

      Sawyer grabbed a bag of chips and sat down in one of the lounge’s empty seats. The airport version of the news was playing on a big screen TV and an older man was reading a newspaper in the next seat. A row over, a toddler dressed in a T-shirt with a cartoon pig on it and a tutu skirt wandered from one end of the chairs to another under the watchful gaze of her parents. The kid sang some nonsense song as she patted her hands three times on the chair before moving on to the next one. Whatever game she was playing, it had her entertained.

      “How many do you have at home?” the older man sitting nearby asked him as he folded his newspaper shut.

      “None,” Sawyer said, his attention still focused on the girl who had hair almost the same shade of blond as Clover’s. “Not yet.”

      “You sound hopeful, that’s good.” The old man turned his face and watched the little girl who had added a spin move to her routine “They change your lives, those little ones, and mostly for the better once you get past the sleepless beginning.”

      “How many kids do you have?”

      The man smiled, pride filling his eyes. “Five. All grown now.”

      “That’s a lot of sleepless nights.”

      “Well, with the right woman, you barely notice it.” He reached into his pocket and brought out his wallet, flipped it open, and tapped on a photo of a much younger version of the man and a woman in a wedding dress. “You gotta make sure to get that part right first because the kids all eventually leave the nest and then you’re left with yourselves for the rest of forever.”

      Sawyer’s vision of forever hadn’t involved Clover or kids or marriage or anything else, and then he’d walked out of his office one day and there she was. He was an idiot for not realizing sooner. He was just relaxing back against his seat when a voice over the intercom announced Sawyer’s flight was boarding.

      “That’s my flight,” he said, nodding his good-bye to the older man.

      “Have a good trip and good luck finding the right woman.”

      Forever with Clover. It had a nice ring to it. “I think I might have.”

      The old man snorted. “Youth is wasted on the young. If it was me, you can be sure I wouldn’t be lazing around thinking I had the right woman. I’d make damn sure and then do whatever it took to make sure she thought the same, too.”

      The old man was onto something. Getting Clover to see the advantages of his proposal would be a challenge. He had to make sure it didn’t sound like he was locking her into the very life she most feared.

      “I’ll keep that in mind,” Sawyer said with a laugh and hurried to the gate for his flight, confident that by the time he got back to Harbor City in three days he’d have the perfect negotiation plan ready to go.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Two days after Sawyer had left for Singapore, Clover was wandering the empty penthouse, still no closer to knowing if she was pregnant or what in the hell she was going to do after he got back when the intercom by the elevator buzzed.

      “Ma’am,” Irving said through the intercom. “You’re…um… Mrs. Carlyle is on her way up.”

      Colillas de mono. She gulped, her silent worry about what might happen suddenly superseded by what was about to happen. “Now?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Glancing around the foyer for a hole that would swallow her up, she threw out the first thought that made its way through her freaked-out brain. “But Sawyer isn’t here.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      When her miracle getaway hole failed to appear, she took a deep breath and tried not to give into the panic. “Are you giving me a heads up so I don’t have a heart attack when she pops out of the elevator like the Wicked Witch of the West?”

      Irving made what sounded like a strangled laugh that transformed into a coughing fit. “I can’t comment on that, ma’am.”

      Of course not. He wasn’t the one about to be interrogated by Helene Carlyle. “Thanks, Irving.”

      “Yes ma’am.”

      Clover pressed a fist to her belly and wished she’d paid more attention during the meditation breathing course Daphne had dragged her to a few months ago. Instead of deep cleansing breaths, all she was able to accomplish at the moment was borderline hyperventilating. Great. Helene Carlyle, terrorizer of doormen and procurer of socially-acceptable wife candidates was—the elevator dinged and Clover’s stomach did a droopy loop and her shoulders sagged—here.

      Helene swept out of the elevator, looking every inch like the queen of Harbor City’s elite from her perfectly understated and yet enormously expensive wrap dress to the simple pearl studs in her ears. She gave Clover a slow up and down from the hem of her skinny jeans to the straps of her loose chiffon tank top and gave a weary sigh.

      Biting back a caustic comment, Clover hit the elevator down button because the faster it got all the way back up here the faster her fake mother-in-law to be could leave. “Sorry, but Sawyer’s not here.”

      “I’m not here for him,” Helene said, brushing an invisible piece of lint from her dress—as if lint would dare to land on her. “We’re going shopping.”

      Oh. That sounded about as much fun as a world without chocolate. “Why?”

      “I have a gala in two days and while Sawyer is many things, he is still a man with horrible sense for women’s fashion.”

      “I can pick out my own dress.” Plus, it was highly doubtful she’d be going to the gala. Her period was due any minute, and she’d even worn white jeans and her favorite pair of panties today to hurry it along. Everyone knew Aunt Flo loved to fuck up anything white and/or pretty.

      “Your ability to pick an item of clothing is not in question,” Helene said, her tone making a mockery of her words. “However, your ability to pick one that is appropriate for your first appearance at a major event as Sawyer’s fiancée is.”

      “Tolong,” she muttered under her breath, although she doubted even if anyone could hear they’d answer her call for help, and as long as she had to continue with the fake engagement farce, telling Helene to buzz off was not a possible option. “I appreciate the offer, but I’m going to have to say no.”

      Helene ground her teeth together and the vein popped out in her temple, reminiscent of her son. “I’m not good at apologizing.”

      “That was an apology?” Not actually laughing out loud was hard. Still, she managed it.

      “It’s a habit my son got from me, I’ll just warn you of that now,” she said, regaining her imperial air. “Also, having trouble finding a happy middle ground seems to be a family trait. That’s why Sawyer is so focused on the company and only the company—until you came along. I’d like the opportunity to get to know the woman who was able to get him to focus on something other than the family business a little better before the wedding.”

      “I’m not sure I’m the reason for any change.” In fact, she was pretty damn sure she wasn’t.

      “You may not be sure, but I am. Trust me. I tried everything I could think of to get him to slow down before going the nuclear route and pushing possible wives at him. By then I was out of options, and I couldn’t stand losing my son to an early death from overwork like I had my husband.”

      Ooof. That hit her right in the hormonal feels. God, she couldn’t do this. “Helene…” The rest of what she was going to say vanished out of her head at the superior look the other woman gave her when she used her first name. “Mrs. Carlyle?”

      “You can call me Helene, we’re going to be family after all.”

      The elevator dinged its arrival and the doors whooshed open. Helene strode inside, obviously confident that Clover was going to follow behind—and she might have, if she could move her feet. The mention of family had all the guilt and anxiety rushing back to the surface, overwhelming everything except her ability to remember to breathe.

      Helene gave her a hard look and pressed down the door open button. “Please don’t make that face. Let’s just go find you the perfect dress…and a last-minute appointment with my hair stylist.”

      The little dig, subtle and yet perfectly aimed, was just the thing to break Clover out of her icy trance. Helene and Sawyer might not be carbon copies, but there were plenty of similarities between the two and as with the son, there was no way she was going to get Helene out of the penthouse without letting her think she won. So they’d go through the shopping farce and Clover could return whatever dress she ended up getting at the first opportunity. It’s not like she was ever going to need a ball gown after her she walked out of the penthouse for the last time.

      “If I say yes to the dress, will you back off my hair?” she asked.

      Helene gave her a skeptical look. “You’ll try on whatever I suggest?”

      “Yes, but that doesn’t mean I’ll get it.”

      “But I’m buying,” Helene said, waving off the objection as if laying out thousands on a dress was no big deal, which for her it probably wasn’t.

      “I couldn’t accept.” The last thing she wanted was to walk away from Sawyer owing his family.

      “You don’t have a choice. Those are my terms”—she paused as if considering an option that was slightly less distasteful than Clover picking out her own dress—“but I’ll let you pay for lunch.”

      The woman wasn’t going without her. That much was obvious. With reluctant admiration and half looking forward to the distraction from waiting for her period, Clover grabbed her purse from the entryway table and got in the elevator. “You negotiate better than Sawyer.”

      “Darling,” Helene said with a satisfied grin, “tell me something I don’t know. Come on, if I’m lucky I’ll have the opportunity to scare Irving again.”

      As the elevator doors closed, Clover didn’t have a single doubt that Helene Carlyle could accomplish that with only minimal effort.

      Three hours later, Clover found herself under the heat hood at Helene’s salon. She wasn’t sure how she’d gotten there, but the woman had outmaneuvered her at every turn. She really was a force to be reckoned with. So while Clover sat there with tinfoil in her hair, Helene sipped tea from a delicate china cup.

      After setting her cup down on the saucer, Helene gave her an assessing once-over. “Sawyer’s very set in his ways, you know.”

      “You don’t have to tell me.” No, she’d lived through the experience of learning that all on her own. Her hand automatically went to her belly.

      “I suppose I don’t,” Helene said. “He’s just never had any other interests than Carlyle Enterprises, not from the time he was old enough to ride to work with his father. As a little boy, he was just the same as he is now. Simply shorter and with a more limited vocabulary.”

      “That doesn’t surprise me.” Clover chuckled despite everything going on between her and Sawyer because the mental image of him as a toddler in a suit was too funny not to. “Although I was surprised by how obsessed he is with the business that he’s never built anything with his own hands. I guess that’s why it was so much fun to renovate the bar cart together.”

      One perfectly waxed and shaped dark brown eyebrow went up, and Helene leaned forward. “Explain renovate.”

      What was it with this family? Didn’t they ever have craft time? Growing up, her mom had always made sure there was plenty of glitter, glue, odds and ends, construction paper, and other things so she and Bobby could invent and renovate. Her first project had been her three-drawer dresser that her mom had let her go to town on with a glue gun and a jar of old buttons. Really, that had been the beginning of her obsession.

      “Sawyer and I got this old medical cart from the 50s at a flea market and then stripped it, sanded it, repainted it, and added a few bits and bobs to make it unique.”

      “And he helped you with that manual labor?” Helene asked before taking another sip of tea.

      “Uh-huh.” Clover nodded. “I know, he wasn’t into it at first, either, but he came around eventually. I’ve even gotten him to take some time off on his work-at-home Fridays to watch Flea Market Flip so we can get ideas for the next day’s trip to the flea market. We’re on the lookout for an old sewing table but haven’t found one we like quite yet.”

      It took a few seconds for the bubbles of excitement about hitting the flea market with Sawyer to settle and then for reality to take a pin to each one so it popped. Once her period came, they’d never go hunting for a sewing table again. She swallowed past the emotion suddenly clogging her throat because it wasn’t the flea market she’d really miss but going there with Sawyer. And that just sucked.

      Helene didn’t seem to be experiencing the same bittersweet realization. Instead, the older woman just looked at Clover and smiled. “I’m impressed, dear.”

      She was just about to ask why when the stylist appeared at her side and declared it was time to rinse. And with a small smile at her former nemesis, Clover followed the stylist. After all, finally making headway with Helene didn’t matter in the big picture because she’d be gone forever in just a few days.
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      Sawyer paced the foyer in his penthouse. Still a little jet lagged from his return trip from Singapore, the last thing he wanted was to put on a tux and attend one of the Kenning Fund Galas his mom had organized, but if it meant spending time with Clover, then it was a sacrifice he was more than willing to take. His plane had been delayed and he’d barely made it home in time to change for the evening.

      Nerves needing an outlet, he fiddled with the box containing the heirloom emerald and diamond ring he’d gotten out of the bank vault on the drive home from the airport. He’d spent most of the flight home thinking about how to do this before settling on a plan. The details were sketchy—shocker—but he had the big picture clear in his head. Since the limo ride would be their only opportunity to be alone, he’d do it there. He couldn’t wait until after the gala. It was past time to close the deal.

      The door to her room opened and Clover walked out. He almost swallowed his tongue.

      She wore a silver, gold, and black gown that hugged her curves and caught the light as she moved. Her hair was pulled up—not in a messy knot like he’d seen before but some sort of complicated hairstyle that twisted as it wound around her head, ending up in a loosely braided bun in the back. Loose tendrils in different shades of blond fell around her face, tempting him to reach out and touch their smooth curls.

      “You look beautiful.”

      “Thank you.” She smoothed her hand down her skirt. “I went shopping yesterday with your mom.”

      He started to laugh, figuring that she was kidding. However, when she didn’t crack a smile he realized she actually had gone shopping with his mom. “How did that happen?”

      One side of her mouth twisted upward. “Let’s just say that I now understand why you find it so hard to tell your mother no.”

      Now that was something he understood all too well. “Welcome to the family.”

      Her lips fell into a straight line, and she pressed them together hard enough that a little white line appeared around them.

      Shit. He had no fucking clue what he’d done wrong, but obviously something. Then it hit him. Family. Baby. Fuck. He was a moron.

      Push forward, numb nuts.

      Taking his own advice, he held out his arm to her and kept the word count to a minimum. “Shall we?”

      Awkward didn’t begin to cover the elevator ride. Never in his life had he ever wished he’d gotten some of the skill to charm people that had gone to Hudson. Hell, right now he’d settle for not being a complete asshole. He clasped his hands together to hide their slight shake. He should not have had the second double espresso on the tail end of the twenty-four-hour flight. Not only was he jittery, his brain was a jet-lagged mess.

      “So is there any news?” he asked. He’d been gone for three days after all.

      Clover’s chin went up. Never a good sign. “You mean have I gotten my period?”

      He hadn’t, but it was too late to rephrase his question now so he nodded.

      “No,” she said and walked out of the elevator and through the lobby, the sway of her hips a thing of mesmerizing beauty as she strode across the sidewalk and slipped into the back of the Town Car as Linus held open the door.

      He managed to wait through two stoplights before the box in his pocket began to feel like a ticking bomb. He needed to do it before they got to the gala. He couldn’t explain why it had to work that way, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that his time was just about up. It was probably just the nerves and caffeine talking, but once the idea had settled into the back of his brain it was all he could think about.

      The city lights illuminated Clover’s profile as they drove down Fifty-Seventh Street, highlighting the curve of her full lips and the delicate beauty of her face. The sight robbed him of everything but the need to let the rest of the world know that she was his. Marriage may not have been part of his big-picture plan in the beginning, but it was now. And all because of Clover.

      With the Bayview Hotel looming only a few blocks ahead, he reached in his pocket and pulled out the ring box, opened it, and held it out to Clover. “I got this for you.”

      She took one look at the emerald and diamond engagement ring inside and gasped before glancing up at him.

      Steeling himself, Sawyer knew he had one shot. He had to do this right, play up that she wouldn’t be giving up her independence or her dreams. Fuck it up and he’d risk hearing a two instead of a three-letter answer.

      “I know this isn’t exactly the way either of us expected things to work out, but I think it’s for the best,” he said, his heart in his throat. “I spent a lot of time thinking while I was traveling—about you, about me, and about the two of us together. We work well together. You were amazing on the Singapore deal and you would have so much more opportunities to travel as part of Carlyle Enterprises. So even if there’s not a baby, I think we should make our fake engagement real. We make a good team.”

      A charged silence stretched between them as the Town Car pulled up to the curb in front of the hotel. The prickly cactus that settled in his stomach whenever he missed some little detail scratched against his stomach lining.

      Finally, she turned toward him completely, her face carefully neutral. “I’m a good teammate?”

      Okay, that wasn’t exactly the response he was expecting. He opened his mouth to fix whatever it was that he’d fucked up but Linus picked that moment to open the door.

      Knowing time was up but desperate to fix things, he took her hand and slipped on the engagement ring his grandfather had made for his grandmother. “I know I keep saying this but… just think about it.”

      Clover stared at the ring as she tugged her bottom lip between her teeth but kept the rest of her body completely still. Then, after a moment, she closed her eyes, clenched her teeth together tight enough to square her jaw, and let out a shaky breath. When she opened her eyes again, he couldn’t miss the glimmer of wetness in them or the bittersweet acceptance.

      “We’d better get inside,” she said before taking Linus’s outstretched hand to exit the limo.

      Sawyer got out after her and slid his hand across the small of her back, the familiar spike of lust rushing through him at the slightest feel of her, but he couldn’t shake the itching suspicion that he’d missed some detail and that while Clover might be wearing his ring, he hadn’t yet sealed the deal.

      
        
        …

      

      

      The ring felt weird on Clover’s hand—heavy, pokey, awkward—but zeroing in on that gave her something to focus on besides the stone-cold realization that she couldn’t do this any longer. Baby or no baby, tonight was it. She just wished she had it in her to at least enjoy the last few hours with him. Even if he didn’t love her, she could still have one last fantasy night pretending that he wanted her for more than a teammate.

      Teammate.

      “Quelle merde,” she said under her breath, the first inklings of indignation rising up through the hurt and disappointment.

      She grabbed the anger with both hands and held tight, relishing having something crystal clear to understand after days of emotional confusion. As far as marriage proposals went, Sawyer’s second was even worse than his first. Did he want her to be his wife or an employee with benefits? She shouldn’t be surprised, though. That’s how she fit into the big-picture plan he had of his life. It wasn’t about her—or the maybe baby—at all. Yet here she was with his hand at the small of her back and a smile pasted on her face as they made their way through the crowded ballroom at the Bayview Hotel to the table where Helene Carlyle was holding court.

      “Sawyer, welcome home.” Helene stood up and gave her son a hug before turning to Clover. “Doesn’t your bride-to-be look beautiful?”

      “She always does,” Sawyer said, sounding genuine.

      Her heart cramped because of course he was. She didn’t doubt the attraction between them, only what it meant outside of the bedroom.

      “Agreed.” Hudson leaned toward her and lowered his voice to a conspiratorial level, “May I have this dance before my mom gets her claws into you to get all the latest wedding details?”

      She laughed at the absurdity of it all, the sound coming out harsh even to her own ears. “A perfect idea.”

      The dance floor was crowded but Hudson navigated through the couples to a less crowded corner as if he’d been doing it his whole life, which he probably had. As he led them into a turn, she took a hard look at him. He was just as handsome as Sawyer only light where his brother was dark. But behind the flirtatious blue eyes and reputation as one of Harbor City’s most active players, something else was lurking. Not that it mattered. She wouldn’t be around to tease the truth out of him. Anyway, judging by the way his mouth tightened every time he glanced at the table where Sawyer and Helene sat, he had something to say.

      “You might as well get it out now,” Clover said.

      “Direct.” He gave her a curious look. “Good. That’ll help.”

      Oh. It was going to be that kind of talk. “It always helps to speed the process along.”

      “Agreed.” He nodded and moved them on a smooth path around the other dancing couples. “Is this all still fake between you two?”

      Her steps faltered, but she recovered quickly. “What do you mean?”

      “The engagement, you two as a couple?”

      Acid gurgled in her stomach. Not trusting herself to say anything without having an emotional breakdown of a sort, she just nodded.

      “Shit.” Hudson grimaced. “And I thought I’d had it all right.” He must have seen the confusion on her face because he went on. “The job ad. I was the one who pulled your resume out of the pile. Here you were, someone who seemed flighty on the outside, but every trip you took wasn’t about just having fun. You were teaching English, helping to build businesses, and saving endangered animals. Underneath all of that adventurous spirit was a woman who wanted to do good in the world, she just needed to find her purpose. It seemed to me like you’d be the perfect match for my brother who seems all fucked up in the head about his purpose because it’s not Carlyle Enterprises—or at least that shouldn’t be the sum total of it.”

      If he’d just told her that he was actually an alien here on an undercover mission, she wouldn’t have been more surprised. “You’re part of the Marry Off Sawyer campaign?”

      “On the down low.” He grinned and spun her a little bit farther away from the other couples on the dance floor. “I couldn’t let my mom know I was helping. It would ruin my image. Didn’t you ever wonder why all of the other job applicants were bodyguard-types except for you?”

      The mental image of squashing into the only open seat between two huge guys in suits and dead-eyed expressions flashed in her mind. “I thought I was in the wrong place.”

      “And I would have put big money on the belief that you were exactly where you belonged.” Hudson sighed and shook his head. “It doesn’t matter now, though. You’ve got to put a stop to this fake engagement before it goes any further. I know it all started out as a simple thing until the Singapore deal closed, but now it’s a problem.”

      He wasn’t wrong. The truth of it shouldn’t hurt, but it did. “You mean I’m a problem.”

      Hudson offered her a kind smile. “Yes. I know my mom took you out shopping the other day. It may not seem like it at first, but she’s a woman who gets attached to people and after what happened when we lost my father…” his voice trailed off for a second. “You seem like a nice person and I hate to be such a cold bastard, but I need to put my family first. You have to break it off with Sawyer sooner rather than later.”

      “It’s…” She searched for the right word to describe the complete mess of a situation she found herself in, “complicated.”

      “And it’s only going to get more so.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Whether she was pregnant or not, she couldn’t settle for being Sawyer’s teammate. She knew it. She’d always known it, she just hadn’t wanted to admit it—even to herself. “Your mom and Sawyer think they’re the steel will in the family, but they’re wrong, aren’t they?”

      Hudson raised his broad shoulders in a noncommittal shrug as the music ended, and he began walking her back toward the table.

      Three steps in and an all-too-familiar ache started in her pelvis. Realization made her stomach drop. “If you’ll excuse me,” she said and started walking toward the bathroom just outside the ballroom doors.

      By the time she walked out ten minutes later, knowing for sure she wasn’t pregnant and unable to decide whether to be happy or sad, she wasn’t surprised to find Sawyer waiting for her in the hall. Of course, that didn’t make seeing him hurt any less. The Bayview Hotel in the middle of a gala probably wasn’t the place to do this. No. It definitely wasn’t the place to do this, but if she went back to the penthouse with him, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to walk away tonight. Or any other night. Love was a real asshole that way. It had to be now or never.

      “We need to talk—in private,” she said.

      His body tensed, but to his credit he didn’t try to pull the truth out of her right away. Instead he took her hand—the frisson of desire his touch ignited was almost a cruelty—and led her down the hall until they found an unlocked supply closet. Once inside, she shut the door and leaned against it, needing the support it offered.

      “I’m not pregnant.” She should be relieved—and she was…kind of.

      His shoulders sank. “You’re not?”

      “No.”

      Sawyer started pacing in the small room. “It doesn’t change anything.” Three steps to the shelves holding toiletries. “We’d still make a great team. We can still make this work.” He turned and took three steps in the other direction to the shelves stacked high with towels. “It just gives me more time to work kids into—”

      “Your big vision?” She finished the sentence for him, amazed that her heartbreak didn’t send her to her knees.

      “Yes.” He stopped pacing and couldn’t have looked any more satisfied if he tried.

      God, it devastated her, but she had to give him every chance to tell her she was wrong—that he wanted to stay together because he loved her. “Because we make a good team.”

      The first hint of doubt crept into his hazel eyes even as he nodded.

      She bit the inside of her cheek hard enough to keep the tears at bay if not the misery eating her up. “I don’t want to get married because I’m half of a good team. I want more than that, and so should you.”

      “But you wouldn’t have to give up traveling or adventures or feel like you’re trapped behind a white picket fence,” he said, his words coming out fast with a tinge of desperation. “The penthouse doesn’t even have a fence.”

      God she hurt, all the way down to her bone marrow. She loved him. He didn’t love her. It wasn’t enough—for either of them. Gritting her teeth to stop herself from crying, she slipped off the engagement ring and held it out to him.

      But instead of taking it, he just stood there staring as anger began to seep into his eyes. “So you’re just gonna walk away and that’s it? We’re done?”

      “Yes.” It was as much as she could say at the moment without worrying she’d break down.

      She couldn’t do a damn thing to comfort him, so she laid the ring on a low stack of towels and went back to the door—every motion as deliberate and painful as if she was walking through a frozen ocean.

      “Fine. Go,” he snarled. “The whole fake engagement was just a stupid fucking bullshit story anyway.”

      No. It wasn’t bullshit. It was heartache and pain and the best time of her life. Now she had to do the right thing for both of them even though it shredded up her insides until she was a bloody mess. They both deserved more. So she went.

      She managed to walk through the hotel and catch a cab to the penthouse where she crammed all of her stuff back into her suitcase. She left behind the fancy dresses, the expensive shoes, and the one pair of hiking boots that had actually been delivered. Australia wasn’t in the picture anymore and she couldn’t care less. Hudson was right. With all of her adventures, she’d been looking for her purpose. She still hadn’t found it, but at least now she knew she wasn’t going to do so by traveling halfway around the globe. She was done running—from her fears, from her expectations, from herself.

      The numb bubble surrounding Clover didn’t pop until she was standing outside the apartment she shared with Daphne. She tried her key but her hands shook too much to get it in the lock, so she finally gave up and rang the bell. By the time the door opened, she had a river of mascara streaming down her face.

      “Oh, honey,” Daphne said wrapping her arms around her and bringing her inside. “It’s gonna be okay.”

      But Clover knew deep in that part of her soul that couldn’t lie that it wasn’t going to be, not even close.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Three hours and three double whiskeys later, Sawyer stumbled around his penthouse ready for battle with an opponent who had already vacated the premises. Staring at the bare hangers in her closet next to the cocktail dresses he’d bought for her, the shoes he’d fucked her in, and the one pair of hiking boots for her trip to Australia that he hadn’t managed to hide away before she saw them, he realized that Clover’s abandonment must have been what Irving had wanted to warn him about when he brushed the man off and rushed into the elevator. A bitter taste coated his tongue as he slammed the closet door shut and stormed out of her room. Of course it wasn’t her room—not anymore.

      He took a beer from the fridge and tipped back the bottle as he tore off his bow tie and shrugged out of his jacket. Fucking monkey suit was choking him. That’s the reason why he couldn’t get a decent amount of air into his lungs to alleviate the vice grip squeezing them tight. The beer was gone by the time he lowered the bottle. Another. That would help him get rid of the pounding in his head and wipe away the memory of Clover’s face when she’d tried to hand him the engagement ring.

      He swiped another beer from the fridge and his arm protested. Fuck. Moving hurt. Breathing hurt. Thinking hurt. The only thing to do in this situation was to sit down, turn on the television, and get as drunk as possible as fast as possible until he couldn’t see the sly smirk she made when she was winning a negotiation or hear her soft moan as she came or remember the smooth silk of her skin under his fingers.

      Listing toward the living room, he grabbed a bottle of whiskey from Clover’s flea market bar cart on the way and settled onto the couch in a haze. He clicked the remote and an episode of Flea Market Flip appeared on his TV. His finger hovered over the button to change the channel but he couldn’t push it. They’d seen this one together. The older women kicked their husbands’ asses. The remote slipped from his hand and landed on the coffee table with a hard thunk.

      Watching this horrible show was like pouring rock salt into a gaping wound, but he couldn’t stop because what all the alcohol in his system couldn’t dull was the fact that Clover was gone and it was his fault. He’d missed some detail that really mattered. He’d fucked up. Now he’d pay the price.
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      Someone had taken a tire iron to Sawyer’s head. It was the only explanation for the pounding that was loud enough to rattle his teeth. He opened his eyes and sat up. That was a mistake. His stomach pitched and the room spun just enough to make him squeeze his eyes shut, white knuckle the couch, and promise to whomever was listening that he would never ever do whatever it was that he’d done to get that way ever again.

      The intercom buzzed and the sound vibrated down his spine.

      Okay, it wasn’t a tire iron, but Irving’s buzzer finger that was trying to kill him. Girding himself, he took a breath and then stood up and staggered toward the intercom box by the elevator.

      He pressed his hand to the talk button and leaned his sweaty forehead against the cool elevator doors. “Irving.”

      “This is not Irving,” his mother said, her normally strident tone had an extra robotic quality thanks to the crappy intercom speaker and his whiskey-soaked brain. “Undo the override lock on your elevator.”

      When had he locked the elevator? Last night? No yesterday morning. It was coming back now. Clover had punched through his rib cage to rip out his still beating heart, he’d gotten very, very drunk for several days, and after that it got gray—or was that amber-colored—and foggy. Whatever color his world was, it required solitude to really soak up all of the self-pity. It was definitely not the place for his mother—especially not when he was so foul after almost two days in the same tuxedo pants and undershirt that he could smell himself.

      “Mom, I’m not really—”

      “Do not even bother,” she interrupted. “Your brother has told me everything about the idiotic fake engagement you two cooked up.”

      Well, he didn’t have to worry about puking anymore because his stomach had dropped down three floors. “Shit.”

      “That’s a succinct way of putting it. Now undo the elevator override lock.”

      “I’m not really feeling well.” Or sane. Or remotely human.

      “Just imagine how you’ll be feeling when your sixty-one-year-old mother has to climb dozens of sets of stairs just to give you a piece of her mind. Unlock the elevator immediately, Sawyer Anthony Carlyle.”

      His middle name. It didn’t matter that he was a grown man, it was still parental fucking kryptonite. Knowing he was going to regret it but that he didn’t have a choice, he entered his security code into the touchscreen menu and unlocked the elevator. Then, while the touchscreen displayed the floor numbers as the elevator passed them on its way up to the penthouse, he ambled back to the living room and the chaos that awaited him there. Yet another do-it-yourself show was on the TV. About a dozen empty beer bottles, a mostly empty bottle of whiskey, and a half-eaten bag of sriracha-flavored chips littered the coffee table. He was contemplating cleaning the mess up when the elevator doors opened. His mom and Hudson got off.

      “Oh look,” Sawyer said, his voice a rusty unused sound, “you brought Brutus with you.”

      “Hudson didn’t betray you. He’s trying to help you.” Helene gave Sawyer a long, disgusted up and down look before grimacing. “Are you still drunk?”

      “What makes you think I’m drunk?” he asked from the safety of his non-moving couch because the rest of the room was starting to tilt on its axis.

      “You’re still in your tux and the gala was two days ago,” his mom said, keeping her distance—no doubt to avoid the smell.

      Hudson, on the other hand, leaned forward and took a deep and dramatic whiff. “And you smell like a dive bar floor after they turn on the lights.”

      “Good thing neither of you need to be here anyway, so go away.” He grabbed the bottle of whiskey more for show than anything since the contents of his stomach echoed the slosh of the amber liquid in the bottle.

      Hudson swiped it out of his hands and set it down on the bright red bar cart. “You’ve had enough.”

      Sawyer couldn’t look away from the cart. He and Clover had refinished it out on the balcony and staring at it was like dragging barbwire across his skin. So he kept staring at it as a punishment for her leaving and a reminder that she’d been here at all. He got up and stumbled toward it. “I’ll say when I’ve had enough.”

      “No, you’ll listen,” his mom said, stopping him in his tracks.

      The change in momentum was more than his fragile sense of balance could take. He flung his arm out to keep from tipping over, connecting with a chair and sliding down into it.

      Holding on to his anger since his dignity had disappeared, he glared at his mom and brother. “You obviously want to say whatever it is that you’ve got on your mind, so say it and leave.”

      “You’re a moron,” Hudson said.

      “Maybe,” Sawyer said, sounding every bit like an asshole but unable to stop himself. “But I’m still smarter than you.”

      Helene walked in between them, stopping the argument before it even got started, and halted in front of Sawyer’s chair. Arms crossed and her expression grim, she shook her head in dismay. Then she got down to giving him the talking to she’d obviously come here for.

      “For the past year, I have been so afraid that you’d go through life without having what your father and I had—love,” she said. “You’re so busy with Carlyle Enterprises and your blasted big-picture vision that you miss all the little things that make life important. The small moments that combine to make something great. After what happened with your father, I couldn’t let you make the same mistakes he did. And I couldn’t fail you the way I failed him by not finding a way to make you see that there’s more to life than your damned big-picture plan. So I began pushing wife candidate after wife candidate at you and you barely even noticed.”

      “Oh I noticed,” he grumbled.

      “Not until Clover came around,” she shot back.

      Having her memory imprinted on his brain was bad enough. Hearing her name was unbearable. “If you’re here to talk about her, you can just leave now because she’s gone.”

      “We’re all aware of that,” Hudson said. “Irving is a fountain of information.”

      To everyone but him it seemed.

      Helene went on as if neither of her children had said a word. “When your brother told me about this juvenile little plan you came up with to have Clover pose as your fiancée, I was utterly annoyed.”

      He swore he could smell smoke as the creaky gears in his head jammed to a halt. Eyes narrowed, he turned to Hudson. “I can’t believe you told her.”

      “When you didn’t show up to work for the first time in your entire life yesterday, Mom broke out the pliers and battery jumper cables.” Hudson shrugged. “She broke me.”

      Sawyer sank back into the chair, defeat weighing his shoulder down. “Thanks a lot.”

      Still ignoring her children’s sniping, Helene continued, “And then when Linus told me about your absolutely horrible proposal—”

      Jesus. Humiliation heated his face to wildfire levels. “Is there anyone who can keep their mouth shut around you?”

      “No,” Helene said. “Not even your fake fiancée who told me all about your dates to the flea market. I’ve never met anyone who could get you out of the all-business-all-the-time mindset. But she did. And looking at how you’re handling the fact that she left, I can only come to one conclusion. You are as in love with Clover as she is with you.”

      If he’d had it in him, he would have laughed. It would have been a bitter, mean little laugh but a laugh all the same. Instead, he just sat there like a man who’d been slugged one too many times by a heavyweight boxer.

      “Try again,” he managed to get out. “She said no.”

      “To being your teammate?” Helene snorted, a sound he’d never heard her make before in his entire life. “Color me shocked.”

      Why did the women in his life keep getting stuck on that word? Correction. Not women. Woman. Clover was gone. Out of his life. It was just woman now. And that woman was his mom. That wasn’t fucking pathetic at all.

      “It wasn’t like that,” he said, the pit of his stomach filling with the kind of dread that only happened when he’d fucked up. “I didn’t want her to think that marriage meant the end of her autonomy, her sense of adventure. I didn’t want her to feel trapped.”

      “So instead you made her feel unloved,” Helene said. “Well done. Add to that your brother brilliantly interfering by telling her to break it off with you.”

      “You what?” He bounded out of the chair toward Hudson, swinging.

      His brother easily avoided his wild punch before connecting a jab to Sawyer’s jaw. Sawyer’s head snapped back and pain vibrated through his already aching head. Not that it mattered. His brother—the one he’d always trusted to have his back—had pushed Clover away. Red leaked into Sawyer’s vision and he struck out with everything he had. Unfortunately, after almost two days of only alcohol and sriracha-flavored chips, that wasn’t much. Hudson bobbed and weaved, then shoved Sawyer hard until he landed back in the chair he’d jumped out of.

      “Oh, stop it.” Helene glared at both of them. “Sawyer, you’d already mucked it all up before your brother opened his big mouth anyway. No one wants to get married because their future spouse thinks they make a good teammate. Everyone wants to be—and deserves to be—noticed and loved for the little things that make them who they are, the details that make them special. If you love her, those are the reasons why you do and you have to tell her every one.”

      What bullshit.

      All the frustration that had been boiling inside him spilled over. “I do notice all of those details about Clover,” he yelled, loud enough that the words reverberated in his head. “The way she chews her lip when she’s nervous. The way the sunlight catches her hair and brings out the red you don’t see otherwise. The way her brain moves so quick in negotiations. The way she owns a room the moment she walks into it.”

      His mother lifted an eyebrow but otherwise didn’t react to his outburst. “Then I suggest you find a way to tell her that.”

      All the fight leaked out of him as the realization hit of just how much he’d fucked everything up. If he didn’t feel like puking so much, he’d go get the bottle of whiskey from the bar cart and fall back into it.

      Helene opened up her purse, reached inside, and pulled out the emerald and diamond engagement ring. “A hotel employee found this in the supply closet and the hotel notified management, who called me. Of course, I immediately recognized it as your grandmother’s ring.” She held it out to him. “I believe you’ll be needing it.”

      He kept his hands fisted on his thighs and his gaze averted. He’d fucked up. Clover was gone. A ring wasn’t going to bring her back. “I won’t.”

      She harrumphed and dropped the ring onto the red bar cart. “So you say.”

      Obviously deciding that she’d driven the sword in deep enough, Helene motioned to Hudson and they both walked to the elevator and disappeared inside, leaving him alone to stew in his own misery and stink. From where he sat, he could see the ring glimmering as the light streaming in from the balcony landed on the bar cart. He should throw both items over the balcony railing. The thing squeezing his chest tight loosened. He’d never had a better idea. Get rid of them and anything else that she’d ever touched. Then, he could create a new big-picture plan on the clean slate that would be left.

      Energized for the first time since he’d left the Bayview Hotel, Sawyer leaped out of his chair and strode over to the closet where he had hidden all of the stupid hiking boots she’d ordered. He piled them high on the bar cart. He reached out to grab it by the handles ready to toss the whole lot overboard and— He couldn’t do it. Maybe later, after a shower. That would clear his head, and afterward he’d get rid of anything that even remotely reminded him of Clover. Now that was a big-picture plan.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Achy but cried out, Clover cuddled deeper under her covers and pressed “Next Episode” on her tablet. So what if she was now three episodes deep in a superhero show about a woman who drank too much and did her best to act like she didn’t give a shit about anyone except her best friend. Perfect for someone who was in a fuck-the-world kind of mood. It wasn’t like Clover had anywhere to go or anything to do. She was unemployed. Australia was officially a pipe dream. And she had a hole in her chest where her heart used to be. Plus she couldn’t get Hudson’s words out of her head about how she’d been looking for her purpose. What was the point of it all? What good was having all of the adventures in the world and helping people if she didn’t have anyone to share those experiences with?

      Take, for example, her mom. For most of Clover’s life, if she’d had to nail down a purpose and a point, it would be to make sure she didn’t turn out shackled to a white picket fence like her mom. But after what happened with her dad, she’d seen her parents’ life in a new light. They were happy together. It wasn’t perfect. It wasn’t all sunshine and rainbows. But it was real, it was good, and—she suddenly realized—it was an experience, an adventure, she wanted to have, too.

      The credits on her show had just started to run when her tablet screen froze and her mom’s face popped up as if she’d conjured her by thought alone, and Clover clicked accept. “Hi, Mom.”

      “Are you sick honey?” her mom asked. “You don’t look so hot.”

      Thanks for the confirmation, Mom. “No, just considering never getting out of bed again.”

      Concern put a little V between her mom’s eyes. “What happened?”

      Oh Dios mío, where did she start? Really, there was only one place she could. So, she told her mom about the weirdest temp job ad she’d ever read for a personal buffer then continued on to telling off Sawyer’s mom without realizing, landing the job, and then ending up with a fake fiancé. By then she was on a roll and naturally went on to explain how pineapple shakes led to flea market finds and then, finally, to a maybe baby and the world’s worst proposal from the man she loved who didn’t love her back.

      And because the fates were bitches, she was crying again by the time she got to the end of it. “I couldn’t say yes.”

      “Even though you love him,” her mom said, her voice soft with sympathy.

      “Especially because of that.” She hiccupped and wiped her nose with one of the last tissues in the box by her bed.

      Her mom sighed, her own bottom lip trembling. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry.”

      “It’s my fault.” She wiped a tear away with the back of her hand and took a deep breath. “I was just so worried about getting trapped in some kind of domestic prison that I never realized I was falling in love with Sawyer until it was too late.”

      Her mom cocked her head. “Domestic prison?”

      “Mom, I’ve been a complete ass to you.” A choked sob had her shoulders shaking as tears streamed unchecked down her face. “You gave up so much when you got pregnant with me and had to marry Dad—”

      Clover’s voice broke, the need to finally tell her mom everything overweighing any hesitation to peel back the polite covering and finally say what had been eating away at her for all these years. “I never wanted to be like you, Mom. That’s why I kept leaving.” There. She’d finally said it, but she didn’t feel better. She felt worse. Worse than a complete ass, if that was possible. She swiped at her wet face, trying to clear her vision enough to gauge how much those words had hurt her mom.

      “I know, honey,” her mom said. “It’s okay. I know to you I always seemed to have given up everything to be with your father.”

      “But you did, Mom! No more trips for you. No more adventures. No more excitement. You sacrificed everything and still ended up eating apple pie, which you hate, on a weekly basis just because dad likes apple pie for Sunday brunch. I swore to myself that I’d never end up like that.” The tears started falling again in earnest as she realized how she’d short-changed her mom for her entire life. She was the worst daughter ever. “All I could see was all you’d given up, not what you gained, too.”

      “Until Sawyer.”

      She sniffled. “Yeah, until Sawyer.”

      The smile on her mom’s face was the last thing Clover expected to see after laying everything out there like she had.

      “It’s true,” her mom said with a gentle shake of her head. “I gave up a lot when I married your father, but I gained a lot more than I lost. Not to mention I didn’t have to marry your father. I chose to because I loved him, and I wanted to spend the rest of my life with him—I still do. You’re looking at marriage like it’s a zero sum game with only one winner and loser, but it’s not like that. There’s middle ground. There’s compromise. Your father and I have both made sacrifices, but it’s worth it because we have each other.”

      The words hit home in a way Clover hadn’t expected. Middle ground. That’s what Helene had said Sawyer had trouble finding. Up until this moment, Clover hadn’t realized she’d been missing it, too, but her mom was right. She had been living her life on an all or nothing loop.

      “Do you ever regret it?” She swallowed past the emotion making her throat tight and asked the question she’d been wanting to voice ever since that overheard conversation when she was eleven. “Do you ever regret having me?”

      “Never,” her mom said, her voice firm. “I love your father. I love you and your brother. Would I have gone globetrotting if I hadn’t married your father? Maybe. But if you spend your life just looking for the next big thing because you’re so afraid of missing out, then you’re bound to miss out on what you already have.”

      Is that what she’d been doing? Looking so far off into the horizon that she was as guilty of missing the details as Sawyer was? “So you think I should have said yes?”

      “Do you love him?” her mom asked.

      For all the good it did her. “Yes.”

      “Does he love you?”

      “No,” she managed to get out without crying despite the bone-deep pain ripping her up. “He said I’d be a good teammate.”

      Her mom gasped. “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry, but you’ll get through this. You always do.”

      Yeah, but before she’d never realized she was running blindly. Everything had made so much more sense before Sawyer. “I should have stuck to my original plan and found a regular temp job to pay for my Australian adventure. Then, none of this would have happened.”

      “You can’t say that. Life has a way of working out how it wants to, not necessarily how you imagined it would,” her mom said. “And anyway, not all adventures are of the saving the rainforest variety, some of them involve risking your heart—and that kind are just as important.”

      But a hell of a lot more painful.

      Still she couldn’t deny her mom was onto something. “Have you always been this brilliant, Mom?”

      “Pretty much.” Her mom laughed. “But it’s good of you to finally notice.”

      After bringing Clover up to speed on her dad’s recovery and telling her she loved her, her mom hung up. The show Clover had been watching popped back up on the screen all dark lighting and even darker storylines. She didn’t have the heart for it anymore. Instead, Clover pulled the comforter up higher, wishing she could stay buried like this forever or at least until she stopped missing her heart and the man who’d taken it.
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      Despite Clover’s expectations the sun rose the next day. Birds sang outside her window. People laughed and talked and kissed as they walked on the sidewalk outside her building. Life went on. She could either hole up for another day in her room or start living again.

      Determined that if she dressed the part of a woman who wasn’t heartbroken that she’d finally start feeling like it, Clover put on her favorite sun dress. Going to the flea market was out—she just couldn’t stomach it, too many memories of Sawyer—but the Harbor City Farmer’s Market this afternoon was a possibility. She could probably talk Daphne into going with her, maybe they could stop at Grounded Coffee for pastries. And if she was lucky, she’d even make it three minutes without thinking of Sawyer. Then, she’d start working on the next three minutes.

      As if the best friend mind meld was in effect, Daphne knocked on her open bedroom door.

      “I have a surprise for you,” Daphne said, holding something behind her back.

      “Is it more chocolate?” she asked jokingly—or as close to it as she could get right now.

      Fake it until you make it, girl.

      Daphne’s smile was strained as she walked in. “Maybe.”

      Her bestie couldn’t make eye contact and looked totally guilty. Whatever she was up to, it didn’t have anything to do with chocolate.

      “You’ve had a rough time, so, I got you a ticket,” Daphne said, her voice like an announcer telling someone they’d just won a new car.

      Okay, she hadn’t known what to expect, but that was definitely not on the list. “I’m scared to ask, but for what?”

      “A trip to Iceland.” Daphne held out a printed piece of paper with a picture of the Northern Lights at the top. “It’s not Australia and it’s only for a week, but it would be a new adventure.”

      “And I got a ticket to go, too,” she continued. “So it’ll be a girls’ adventure. It’s not for six months, but I thought now would be a good time to give it to you.”

      Clover accepted the paper, her hands shaking just the slightest bit, too emotional to speak. She didn’t need Australia—or even Iceland—when she had her best friend. She wrapped her arms around Daphne in a solid hug that beat a pinky promise any day of the week.

      “Now is the perfect time,” she said, sniffling. “Thank you.”

      The hug was just breaking up when the doorbell rang. Daphne gave her another quick squeeze and then left to answer it.

      She came back into the room a minute later. “It’s him.”

      Clover’s stomach dropped. “Who him?” she asked, even though she didn’t need to.

      “Sawyer,” Daphne said. “Do you want to see him?”

      Yes. Maybe. “No.”

      “Are you sure?”

      Not at all, but she couldn’t be sure that if she saw him now that being a teammate wouldn’t start to sound like something she could settle for. The truth was she missed him—she loved him—and she hadn’t stopped just because he’d broken her heart. She couldn’t say all that to him or to Daphne. Not yet. So she just nodded yes as if she was sure.

      “Do you want me to scare the shit out of him?” Daphne asked, a sly smile curling her lips.

      Clover laughed despite it all. “Thanks for the offer, but no. Just tell him to go away.”

      Daphne left to go get rid of the man Clover loved as she sat on the bed with her head in her hands and tried her best to focus on the printed details of the Iceland trip through her tears. Daphne had been wrong the other night. Falling in love with Sawyer was the worst thing that could have happened after she’d answered that damn ad for a personal buffer.

      
        
        …

      

      

      Turned away from Clover’s door, Sawyer spent the next hour in a dark haze wandering Clover’s neighborhood trying to figure out what to do next. He didn’t have a big-picture plan for this. He hadn’t had any sort of plan when he’d gotten out of the shower this morning, passed by the bar cart he still hadn’t thrown over the balcony, slipped the emerald and diamond ring into his pocket as a kind of poisoned talisman, headed out of the Carlyle High-Rise and started walking. He hadn’t stopped until he got to Clover’s apartment, as if it was the only destination possible.

      “Slumming it, Carlyle?” a familiar voice called out.

      Sawyer turned to see Tyler Jacobson sitting at one of the tables outside a cafe with a coffee and a newspaper. His former best friend kicked the empty chair across from him out and gestured for him to sit down. Sawyer hesitated but spotted the basket of pastries sitting in the middle of the table and his stomach growled. Since the likelihood of poisoning was low, he sat down and grabbed a croissant.

      “Does it really matter?” he asked in between bites of pastry.

      Tyler shrugged, caught the eye of the waiter across the crowded outdoor eating space, and then held up his coffee cup and one finger. By the time Sawyer was almost done demolishing the croissant, the waiter was at their table with a cup that he sat down on the table. He filled Sawyer’s cup and topped off Tyler’s before leaving to go help someone at another table.

      “So I understand the Singapore deal is all but done,” Tyler said.

      Singapore? Sawyer hadn’t thought about the deal that had been his three-year obsession for days. “Yeah, the trip went well.”

      “You don’t sound as excited as I expected.”

      “Think about me a lot do you?” Sawyer took a drink of coffee, it was strong, hot, and just enough of a harsh jolt to get his brain back online.

      “Where’s that cute fiancée of yours?” Tyler asked.

      Sawyer flinched and Tyler must have caught it because his eyes widened in surprise for a second before settling into a mocking superiority. “I take it you didn’t manage to close that deal.”

      That was one way of putting it.

      “I fucked it up,” he said, reaching for another croissant that he ripped in half in impotent frustration.

      Tyler scooted his chair closer to the table. “This I have to hear.”

      “Why do you fucking care?” he snarled.

      “What can I say,” Tyler said as he picked a raspberry Brioche out of the basket. “I’m invested in your misery.”

      Fuck. They’d been friends at one point, best friends. What details had he missed that could have saved it? Had he fucked up a twenty-year friendship the same way he’d ruined things with Clover? Not that it mattered. There was no going back. Life didn’t give you do-overs. All he could do was step back, reconfigure all the pieces, and create a new big-picture plan. The thing was, he was having a hell of a time imagining one without Clover in it.

      “You’re a real asshole.” But there wasn’t any heat in Sawyer’s words.

      Tyler gave another shrug. “True, but tell me anyway.”

      So what had he done? How had he ruined it? The answer was as simple as it was painful. “When I had the opportunity to tell her everything, I didn’t. Now she won’t talk to me.”

      “And by everything do you mean that you love her?”

      “Fuck this.” He shot up from his chair. Why was he even talking to Tyler? It’s not like they were friends or strangers. They were enemies. “I’m not having this conversation with you of all people.”

      Unimpressed by the outburst, Tyler stayed sitting. “You have to make her listen. Go all out if you have to, make an idiot out of yourself—God knows I’d like a front row seat for that—but make her listen and don’t fuck it up when you get that second chance.”

      “I’m supposed to take advice from you?”

      “Do or don’t.” Another shrug. “I don’t give a fuck.”

      Bullshit. This was all bullshit. Clover had made her feelings known. Twice. She didn’t want him and he didn’t beg. Not ever. For anyone. He’d told her that straight out in the lobby at Carlyle High-Rise. He had to get out of here. Away from Clover’s neighborhood, from Tyler, from the images he couldn’t get out of his head of what could have been with her. Anger and frustration obliterating everything else, Sawyer strode away from the table. He made it three steps before some urge he didn’t understand stopped him.

      He turned back to the table where Tyler sat with his paper and empty basket of pastries. “I’m sorry. About Irena. About all of it.”

      Tyler eyed him warily but didn’t respond. Shit. Sawyer didn’t know where all this was coming from, but it was past time they cleared the air.

      “After Mr. Lim signs the paperwork, he said you’ll be my liaison with the company,” Sawyer continued.

      Tyler nodded.

      “Then let’s start fresh, for old time’s sake.”

      Cynical didn’t begin to cover the look on Tyler’s face as he answered, “Are you getting sentimental on me?”

      “Just too old to hold on to bullshit.” And it was true. He should have realized it earlier. He should have realized a lot of things earlier.

      “To new beginnings.” Tyler lifted his coffee mug in a toast. “Good luck with your girl.”

      But she wasn’t his and that was the problem.

      With a nod, Sawyer turned and started walking. He should just go home, but he couldn’t get Tyler’s advice out of his head. Go all out. He had no fucking clue what that would entail. Then, he turned the corner and ended up outside a fence around a Carlyle build site for a new apartment tower. The outside was completed and a mobile hydraulic work platform was parked in front of it, its scissor legs extended so the platform was at the third-story window—the same level as Clover’s apartment. He pulled out his phone and called Amara.

      “I need the foreman on the Sixty-Third Street project, my lawyer, and a notary,” he told her, the pieces coming together as he talked. “And a pineapple shake from Vito’s.” He paused to listen to her question. “No, I’m not drunk. I’m getting Clover back.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      Clover taped the printout of the Iceland trip itinerary to her vanity mirror, trying to avoid seeing herself in it. The dark circles, the pale cheeks, the tired turn to her mouth. All of those would go away. She wasn’t as sure of the mess inside but before she could fall into that black hole, her phone buzzed. She glanced down at where it lay on her vanity table and her breath caught.

      Sawyer: Turn around.

      Knowing she should ignore him but unable to block him out completely, she pivoted. Sawyer stood outside her third-floor window holding a pineapple shake in one of Vito’s distinctive red plastic glasses. Her stomach did that loop-de-loop thing, and her pulse sped up just at the sight of him. It wasn’t fair. Maybe if she could think of him as a teammate it wouldn’t be so hard. Of course, if she could do that none of this would really matter.

      Promising herself that she wouldn’t give in, wouldn’t settle for being a teammate, she walked slowly to the window and peeked out. He was on some sort of raised platform like window washers used for the lower floors. There was a man in a suit with him who was holding a briefcase tight to his chest and sweating like he was an inch from the sun and an older woman in a dress who looked like she’d seen it all before and hadn’t been impressed by any of it since 1983. On the sidewalk below, people were stopping to gawk. A police cruiser had pulled over and two cops were getting out.

      She firmed her resolve, flipped the lock, and opened her window. “I’ll take the shake, now go away before the cops arrest you.”

      Sawyer handed her the shake and laid his hand on the windowsill before she could slam it shut. “Clover, I want to introduce you to my attorney, Barry Crysling, and Delores Nars, a notary. I want to reopen negotiations.”

      Her heart stuttered, and her fingers tingled from where Sawyer’s hand had brushed against hers, but she shoved both reactions to the back of her mind where she’d deal with them later, if at all. “Nice to meet you, Barry and Delores. I hope he pays you well for wasting your time.”

      She reached up and started to close the window, figuring he’d move his hand or get squashed, his choice, but this had to end. Having her heart broken twice by the same man just wasn’t something she wanted to experience.

      “I told you once that I wasn’t a man who begged or pleaded,” Sawyer said, not moving his hand or taking his gaze off her. “You’d put that in our cover story and said that I would for you. You were right. I’m begging. Please, just hear me out.”

      She hesitated, the window halfway down, remembering the moment in the lobby when it had all still felt like just a fun adventure before she’d gone and fallen in love. “I already have. Nothing’s changed. Please don’t make this harder than it is.”

      “Things have changed, thanks to several people who pointed out in great detail what a complete moron I was.” He took out a napkin with the Vito’s Diner logo on it. “I know you have the original, but I think we need to start over.” He wrote something down on the napkin and, reaching through the partially open window, held it out to her. “These are my terms.”

      Her hand shook as she took the napkin and read it.

      YOU.

      That’s all it said. Her chin started to tremble.

      “That’s really all I need. Just you,” he rushed on. “My big-picture plan is to spend the rest of forever with you.”

      Clover couldn’t breathe, but her heart was going a billion miles an hour as the meaning of what he was saying began to sink in.

      “Yo, man on the platform,” one of the cops yelled from the sidewalk but sounded like he was ten blocks away. “You got a permit for this thing?”

      “That’s it.” Sawyer picked his hand up from the windowsill, leaving nothing to stop her from closing the window on him forever. “That’s the whole thing. I can’t make it happen without that, so name your terms.”

      Her terms? She didn’t have terms. Everything they’d put on that napkin at Vito’s—it was a game, a ruse, part of their fake engagement. None of it had been real. But this? God help her, she believed.

      “Sir,” the cop yelled again. “I’m gonna need you to come down now.”

      Both of them ignored the officer as Sawyer reached in his pocket and pulled out the emerald and diamond engagement ring and went down on one knee.

      “I’m not asking you to think about it, Clover. Not again. I’m asking you to marry me because I love you. I love the way you laugh at the same spots in the movies as I do. I love that you could find the secret hidden charm in a million flea market finds. I love that you turn everything into an adventure that I want to go on with you. I love the way you chew your bottom lip when you’re anxious. I love that you curse in other languages. I love that you’re the first person I want to see in the morning and the last one I want to touch at night. I love that even without saying a word, you’ve out-negotiated me. Every time. I love you, Clover Lee.”

      
        
        …

      

      

      Sawyer held his breath, watching Clover as she stood behind the half-closed window. Barry was covered in flop sweat behind him, the crowd was getting bigger below him, and the cops were calling in for a ladder to bring him down. He didn’t care. The only thing that mattered was the woman in front of him. He’d put it out there. He’d gone about as big as he knew how. Now it was all up to her.

      And she wasn’t moving. Or talking. Or doing anything but staring at him with a look on her face that he couldn’t decipher.

      His gut twisted and the engagement ring suddenly weighed a million pounds.

      Wracking his brain for something—anything—else to say, to do, to promise he came up empty. This was it. He’d made his play and failed. He dropped his gaze to the platform floor, dropped the ring back in his pocket as he stood up, and opened his mouth to tell Barry to hit the button that would lower them down when the window began to inch open.

      “Don’t tell me you’re going already,” she said as she started to climb out of the window.

      Relief swept through him as he took her hand and helped her out onto the platform. “I’ll stay for as long as it takes.”

      “And if that means forever?” she asked looking up at him.

      “Then forever it is.” In fact, nothing had ever sounded better to him.

      She sniffled and wiped away a tear from her cheek. “You broke my heart.”

      He gathered her close, offering up a silent pledge to do whatever it took to make it up to her. “I’m sorry.”

      “Don’t ever let it happen again.”

      He hooked a finger under her chin and tilted it up so she could look at him and know he meant every word. “Not in all the forevers.”

      “I love you, Clover Lee.”

      “I love you more,” she said, rising up on her tiptoes and wrapping her arms around his neck.

      “I think that’s something we’ll be debating forever, honey.” Dipping his head lower, he kissed her and thanked the fates and God and anyone else who was up there for getting him here because the big picture he’d been looking at all these years had been only a narrow glimpse of the possibilities of what could be. With Clover, he saw so much more.
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          Three Years Later…

        

      

    

    
      The crowd at the Carlyle family cocktail party had changed. Instead of unmarried socialites and champagne glasses, it was family and…champagne—it was still the Carlyles after all.

      Sawyer looked around, unable to stop noticing all the details that made his life so much more than it had been before. Clover stood next to him, her hair shining in the setting sun. Laura Lee and Phillip were laughing at something Hudson said while his fiancée rolled her eyes and chuckled. He’d always known his brother was hiding something, he’d never have guessed just what it was because he’d never looked close enough. Big brother fail for sure. Details mattered and thanks to the woman by his side he wouldn’t be missing those any more. Clover’s best friend Daphne was there, too, still looking a little jet-lagged after the girl’s trip to Nepal they’d taken. And then there was Helene who was chasing little Michael with his chubby toddler legs around the grand piano. Mikey, as they called him to differentiate Sawyer’s son from Sawyer’s father who Mikey was named after, had a handful of birthday cake mashed in his right hand and was running full speed ahead, just like he had from the day he took his first step. Like his father, there was no walking for that kid.

      “You know, I think if my dad had lived to see this he would have changed his favorite view,” Sawyer said, curling an arm around Clover’s waist and drawing her in close. “I know I have.”

      She smiled up at him. “There’s nothing quite like seeing your mom with apple crumb cake handprints on her Dior skirt.”

      “I don’t think she’s even noticed.” The woman who’d spent her adult life scaring most of Harbor City’s society had become putty in the hands of her grandchild.

      “Well, if she didn’t notice that I’m wearing these,” Clover lifted her hiking boot clad foot “then we can definitely say she’s baby crazy.”

      “Maybe we should take advantage of that by letting her watch Mikey while we take a trip to South America,” he said, the plan already coming together in his head. “There’s a group in Peru that’s setting up a women’s business collective. I hear they need a negotiator to work out a deal with some international distributors.”

      “Let’s do that next month,” she said, her eyes sparkling with that something that had sucker punched him the first time he’d set eyes on her.

      “I know that look. That’s usually one that has me agreeing to things I never thought I’d say yes to.”

      She shrugged nonchalantly. “I think we need to work on a project to keep Mikey from getting lonely.”

      “You want to take him with us?” He wasn’t against it, but he couldn’t shake the feeling that wasn’t what she meant at all.

      “Nope.”

      Understanding dawned. “Number two?”

      She winked at him. “Let’s make that happen.”

      “But what about all the travel I promised you before we got married? You’ve only gone through one of the seven pairs of hiking boots I’d hidden away.”

      “There will be plenty of time for that.” She raised herself up on her tiptoes, bringing her face within kissing distance of his. “A whole lifetime.”

      How could he say no to that? “Deal.”

      He dipped his head and kissed her, knowing he’d been out-negotiated again and not caring at all because he’d still won. They both had.
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      Thank you for reading THE NEGOTIATOR!

      Don't miss the hot new romantic comedy follow-up to the smash hit The Negotiator...

      Hot, filthy rich, and usually irresistible, Hudson Carlyle just met the one woman in Harbor City who’s immune to his legendary charm. Nerdy ant researcher Felicia Hartigan is the unsexiest dresser ever. She trips over air. And she’s in love with totally the wrong man. Hudson can’t stop thinking about her.

      His regular moves won’t work here. He’s going to need a new plan, starting with helping her win over the man she thinks she wants. And if in the process she ends up falling for Hudson instead? Even better. Step one, charm her panties off. Step two, repeat step one as frequently as possible.

      But what if the famous Carlyle charm finally fails him when he needs it most? Or worse, what if she figures out the one secret he’s kept from everyone, including his family, and walks away for good?

      ONE CLICK THE CHARMER >
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      Colton Donavan lives on that razor thin edge toward out of control. Whether it’s on the track or off of it, everything he wants is at his fingertips: success, willing women, media attention.

      

      Everything that is, but me. I’m the exception this reckless bad boy can’t seem to win over.

      

      My heart is healing. His soul is damaged. We both know the two of us could never work. But he crashes into my life without apology—disrupting my world, testing my boundaries, and uncovering the darkness of my past.

      

      Our chemistry is undeniable. Our attraction is magnetic. Our ability to help each other heal obvious. And even though he won’t let me in, there’s something about Colton I can’t walk away from.

      

      This is the beginning of our story.

      

      Our fight.

      

      Our perfectly imperfect love.
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      I sigh into the welcoming silence, grateful for the chance to escape—even if only momentarily—from the mindsuck of meaningless conversations on the other side of the door. For all intents and purposes, the people holding these conversations are my guests, but that doesn’t mean I have to like or even be comfortable around them. Fortunately, Dane was sympathetic enough to my need for a reprieve that he let me do this chore for him.

      The clicking of my high heels is the only other sound accompanying my categorically scattered thoughts, as I navigate the vacant backstage corridors of the old theater that I’ve rented for tonight’s event. I quickly reach the old dressing room and collect the lists that Dane forgot in our chaotic, pre-party rush to clean up. As I start to head back, I run over my mental checklist for tonight’s highly anticipated date auction. The niggling in the back of my mind tells me that I’m forgetting something. Reflexively, I reach for my hip, where my cell phone with my always-compiled task list lives, but instead, I come up with a handful of my cocktail dress’s copper-colored silk organza.

      “Shit,” I mutter to myself as I stop momentarily, trying to pinpoint what exactly it is that I’m overlooking. I sag against the wall, the ruched bodice of my dress hindering my ability to inhale a deep sigh of frustration. Even though it looks incredible, the damn dress should’ve come with a warning: breathing optional.

      Think, Rylee, think! With my shoulder blades pressed against the wall, I shift inelegantly back and forth to try and alleviate the pressure on my toes, which are painfully crammed into my four-inch heels.

      Auction paddles! I need the auction paddles. I smile widely at my brain’s ability to remember, considering I’ve been so overwhelmed lately as the sole coordinator of tonight’s event. Relieved, I push myself off of the wall and take about ten steps.

      And that’s when I hear them.

      The flirty, feminine giggle floats through the air, followed by the deep timbre of a masculine moan. I freeze instantly, shocked at the audacity of our party’s attendees, when I hear the unmistakable sound of a zipper, followed by a breathless but familiar feminine gasp of, “Oh yes!” in the darkened alcove a few feet in front of me. As my eyes adjust to the shadows, I become aware of a man’s black dinner jacket lying carelessly across an old chair shoved askew and a pair of strappy heels haphazardly discarded on the floor beneath it.

      You couldn’t pay me enough money to do something like that in public. My thoughts are interrupted when I hear a hiss of breath followed by a masculine, exhaled, “Sweet Jesus!”

      I squeeze my eyes shut in a moment of indecision. I really need the auction paddles that sit in the storage closet at the end of the intersecting hallway. Unfortunately, the only way to reach that hallway is to walk past Lover’s Lane alcove. I have no choice but to go for it. I send up a silent yet ludicrous prayer, hoping that I can skate past unnoticed.

      I scurry forward, keeping my blush-stained face angled to the wall opposite them while I walk on my toes to keep my heels from clicking on the hardwood floor. The last thing I need right now is to draw attention to myself and come face to face with someone I know. I breathe a silent sigh of relief when my clandestine tiptoe is successful.

      I’m still trying to place the woman’s voice when I reach the storage closet. I fumble clumsily with the handle, having to aggressively tug on it before finally yanking it open and flicking on the light. I spot the bag of auction paddles on the far shelf as I walk inside the closet, forgetting to prop the door open. As I grab the handles of the bag, the door at my back slams shut with such force that the cheap shelving units in the closet rattle. Startled, I whip around to reopen the door and notice that the arm on the self-closing hinge has disconnected.

      I immediately drop the bag. The sound of the paddles hitting the concrete floor and spilling out causes an eruption of sound. When I reach for the handle, it turns but the door doesn’t budge an inch. Panic licks at my subconscious, but I suppress it as I push again on the door with all of my strength. It does not move.

      “Shit!” I chastise myself. “Shit, shit, shit!” I take a deep breath and shake my head in frustration. I have so much to do before the auction starts. And of course I don’t have my cell phone to call Dane to get me out of here either.

      When I close my eyes, my nemesis suddenly makes its move. The long, all-consuming fingers of claustrophobia slowly begin to claw their way up my body and wrap themselves around my throat.

      Squeezing. Tormenting. Stifling.

      The walls of the small room seem to be gradually sliding closer to each other, closing in on me. Surrounding me. Suffocating me. I struggle to breathe.

      My heart beats erratically as I push back the panic rising in my throat. My breath—shallow and rapid—echoes in my ears. Consuming me. Zapping my ability to suppress my haunted memories.

      I pound on the door, fear overwhelming the small hold I have left on my control. On reality. A rivulet of sweat trickles down my back. The walls keep moving in on me. My need to escape is the only thing I can focus on. I pound on the door again, yelling frantically, hoping someone roaming these back corridors can hear me.

      I lean my back against the wall, close my eyes, and try to catch my breath; it’s not coming quickly enough and dizziness surfaces. Becoming nauseous, I start to slide down the wall and accidentally hit the light switch. I’m submerged in pitch-black darkness. I cry out, frantically searching for the switch with my trembling hands. I flick it on, relieved to have pushed the monsters back into hiding.

      But when I look down, blood covers my hands. I blink to try and snap out of my reverie, but I can’t shake it. I’m in a different place. A different time.

      All around me, I smell the acrid stench of destruction. Of desperation. Of death.

      In my ears, his thready breathing is agonizing. He’s gasping. Dying.

      I feel the intense, blazing pain that twists so deep in your soul, you fear you’ll never escape it. Even in death. My screams shake me out of the memory, and I’m so disoriented that I’m not sure if they’re from the past or the present.

      Get a grip, Rylee! I rub the tears off my cheeks with the backs of my hands and think back to my previous year in therapy to try to keep my claustrophobia at bay. I concentrate on a mark on the wall across from me, try to regulate my breathing, and slowly count. I focus on pushing the walls out, pushing the unbearable memories away.

      I count to ten, gaining a scrap of composure, yet desperation still clings to me. I know Dane will come looking for me shortly. He knows where I went, but the thought does nothing to alleviate my surmounting panic.

      Finally, I surrender to my intense need to escape and start pounding on the door with the heels of my hands. Shouting loudly. Cursing sporadically. Begging for someone to hear me and open the door. For someone to save me again.

      In my ragged state of mind, seconds feel like minutes and minutes feel like hours. I feel like I’ve been locked in this ever-shrinking closet forever. Feeling defeated, I yell out once more and rest my forearms on the door in front of me. Bracing my weight on my forearms, I lay my head on them and succumb to my tears. Large, ragged sobs shake violently through me.

      And suddenly, I have the feeling of falling.

      Falling forward as I stumble into the solid body of a man in my path. My arms encircle a firm torso while my legs lie awkwardly bent behind me. The man instinctively brings his arms up and wraps them around me, catching me, holding my weight and absorbing my impact.

      I look up, quickly registering the shock of dark hair spiked haphazardly, bronzed skin, the slight shadow of stubble … and then I meet his eyes. A jolt of electricity—an almost palpable energy—crackles when I meet those guarded, translucent green irises. Surprise flashes through them fleetingly, but the intrigue and intensity with which he regards me is unnerving, despite my body’s immediate reaction to him. Needs and desires long forgotten inundate me with this one, simple meeting of eyes.

      How can this man I’ve never met make me forget the panic and desperation I felt only moments before?

      I make the mistake of breaking eye contact and glancing down at his mouth. Full, sculpted lips purse as he studies me intently, and then very slowly, they spread into a lopsided, roguish grin.

      Oh, how I want that mouth on me—anywhere and everywhere all at once. What in the hell am I thinking? This man is way out of my league. Like light years away out of my league.

      I draw my gaze back up to see amusement in his eyes, as if he knows what I’m thinking. I can feel a flush slowly spread over my face as embarrassment for both my predicament and my salacious thoughts registers in my brain. I tighten my grip around muscular biceps as I lower my gaze to avoid his assessing eyes and try to regain my composure. Bringing my feet back under me, I accidentally stumble farther into him, my balance compromised by my inexperience with sky-high heels. I jump back from him as my breasts brush against his firm chest, setting my nerve endings ablaze. Tiny detonations of desire tickle deep in my belly.

      “Oh … um … I’m so sorry.” I hold my hands up in a flustered apology. The man is even more disarming now that I’m able to drink in the whole length of him. Imperfectly perfect and sexy as hell with a smirk suggesting arrogance and an air exuding trouble.

      He raises an eyebrow, noticing my slow inspection of him. “No apologies needed,” he responds in a cultured rasp with just a hint of edge. His voice evokes images of rebellion and sex. “I’m used to women falling at my feet.”

      My head snaps up. I can only hope he’s joking, but his enigmatic expression gives nothing away. He watches my response, bemusement in his eyes, and that cocksure smile widening, causing a single dimple to deepen in his defined jaw.

      Despite having taken a step back, I am still close to him. Too close for me to gather my wits, but close enough for me to feel his breath over my cheek. To smell the clean scent of soap mixed with his subtle, earthy cologne.

      “Thanks. Thank you,” I respond breathlessly. I see the muscle in his clenched jaw pulse as he watches me. Why is this man making me nervous and feeling like I have to justify my situation? “The-the door shut behind me. It jammed. I panicked—”

      “Are you okay? Miss—?”

      My response falters as his hand cups the back of my neck, pulling me closer and holding me still. He runs his free hand up and down my bare arm in what I assume is an attempt to make sure that I’m not physically harmed. My body registers the trail of sparks his fingertips blaze on my naked flesh while my mind becomes acutely aware that his sensuous mouth is only a whisper away from mine. My lips part and my breath hitches as he moves his hand up the line of my neck and then uses the back of it to run his knuckles softly down my cheek.

      I have no time to register the confusion mingled with a heavy dose of desire that surges through me when I hear him mutter, “Oh fuck it,” seconds before his mouth is on mine. I gasp in utter shock, my lips parting a fraction as his mouth absorbs the sound, giving him an opening to caress his tongue over my lips and dart slowly between them.

      I push my hands against his chest, trying to resist the uninvited kiss from this stranger. Trying to do what logic tells me is right. Trying to deny what my body is telling me it wants. To abandon inhibition and let myself enjoy this one moment with him.

      Common sense wins my internal feud between lust and prudence, and I manage to push him back a fraction. His mouth breaks from mine, our breaths panting over each other’s faces. His eyes, wild with lust, hold steady to mine. I find it hard to ignore the seed of desire that’s blooming deep in my belly. The vehement protest that’s screaming in my mind dies silently on my lips as I succumb to the notion that I want this kiss. I want to feel what I have been so devoid of—what I have purposely denied myself. I want to act recklessly and have “that kiss”—the one that books are written about, love is found in, and virtue is lost with.

      “Decide, sweetheart,” he commands. “A man only has so much restraint.”

      His warning, the insane notion that simple me can make a man like him lose control, bewilders me, confusing my thoughts so that the denial on my tongue never crosses my lips. He takes advantage of my silence, a lascivious smile curling the corners of his mouth before tightening the hold he has on the nape of my neck. From one breath to the next, he crushes his mouth to mine. Probing. Tasting. Demanding.

      My resistance is futile and lasts only seconds before I surrender to him. I instinctively move my hands over his unshaven jaw to the back of his neck and tug my fingers in the hair that curls over the top of his collar. A low moan comes from the back of his throat, bolstering my confidence, allowing me to part my lips and take more of him. My tongue entwines and dances intimately with his. A slow, seductive ballet highlighted with breathy moans and panted whimpers.

      He tastes of whiskey. His confidence exudes rebellion. His body evokes a straight punch of lust to my sex. A heady combination hinting he’s a bad boy that this good girl should stay clear of. His urgency and adept skill hint at what could come. Images flash through my mind of back-arching, toe-pointing, sheet-gripping sex that no doubt would be as dominating as his kiss.

      Despite my submission, I know this is wrong. I can hear my conscience telling me to stop. That I don’t do these kinds of things. That I’m not that kind of girl. That I’m betraying Max with each caress.

      But God, it feels so incredibly good. I bury all rationality under the surmounting desire that rages through my every nerve. My every breath.

      His fingers stroke the back of my neck while his other hand travels down to my hip, igniting sparks with every touch. He splays it on my lower back and presses me into him. Laying claim to me. I can feel his erection thickening against my midsection, sending an electric charge to my groin, making me damp with need and desire. His leg slightly shifts and presses between mine, adding pressure to the apex of my thighs and creating an intense ache of pleasure. I push farther into him, softly mewling as I crave more.

      I am drowning in the sensation of him, and yet I’m not willing to come up for the air I so desperately need.

      He nips my lower lip as his hand moves down to knead my backside, pleasure spiraling through me. My nails scrape the back of his neck in reaction as I stake my claim.

      “Christ, I want you right now,” his husky voice pants between kisses, intensifying the ache in the muscles coiling below my waist. He moves the hand from the back of my neck and traces it down my ribcage and over until it cups my breast. I cry out a soft moan at the sensation of his fingers rubbing over my hardened peak through the soft material of my dress.

      My body is ready to consent to his request because I want this man too. I want to feel his weight on me, his bare skin sliding on mine, and his length moving rhythmically in me.

      Our entangled bodies bump up against the small alcove in the hallway. He presses me against the wall, our bodies frantically grabbing, groping, and tasting. He skims his hand down to the hem of my cocktail dress, finding purchase when he touches the lace tops of my thigh-high stockings.

      “Sweet Jesus,” he murmurs against my mouth as he runs his hand at a painstakingly slow pace up my outer thigh to the small triangle of lace that serves more as decoration than as panties.

      What? Those words. When they finally register, I recoil as if whiplashed and push on his chest trying to shove him away from me. Those are the same words that I’d heard earlier in the darkened alcove. They hit me like cold water to my libido. What the hell? And what in the hell am I doing anyway, making out with some random guy? And more importantly, why pick now to do this while I’m in the midst of one of my most important events of the year?

      “No. No—I can’t do this.” Staggering back, I bring a trembling hand up to my mouth to cover my swollen lips. . His eyes snap up to mine, the emerald color darkened by desire. Anger flashes through them fleetingly.

      “It’s a little late, sweetheart. It looks as if you already have.”

      Fury flashes through me at his sardonic comment. I’m intelligent enough to infer that I’ve just become another in the line of his evening’s conquests. I look back at him, and the smug look on his face makes me want to hurl insults at him.

      “Who the hell do you think you are? Touching me like that? Taking advantage of me that way?” I spit at him, using anger to ward off the hurt I feel. I’m not sure if I’m more upset at myself for my willing submission or the fact that he took advantage of me in my frenetic state. Or is it that I feel ashamed because I succumbed to his mind blowing kiss and skilled fingers without even knowing his name?

      He continues to observe me, his anger simmering, eyes glowering. “Really?” he scoffs at me, cocking his head to the side and rubbing a hand over his condescending smirk. I can hear the rasp of his stubble as his hand chafes over it. “That’s how you’re going to play this? Were you not participating just now? Were you not just coming apart in my arms?” He laughs snidely. “Don’t fool your prim little self into thinking that you didn’t enjoy that. That you don’t want more.”

      He takes a step closer to me, amusement and something darker blazing in the depths of his eyes. Raising a hand, he traces a finger down the line of my jaw. Despite flinching, the heat from his touch reignites the smoldering craving deep in my belly. I silently castigate my body for its betrayal. “Let’s get one thing clear,” he growls at me. “I. Do. Not. Take. What’s. Not. Offered. And we both know, sweetheart, you offered.” He smirks. “Willingly.”

      I jerk my chin away from his fingertips, wishing that I were one of those people who can say all the right things at all the right times. But I’m not. Instead, I think of them hours later and only wish that I’d said them. I know that I’ll be doing that later, for I can’t think of a single way to rebuke this overconfident yet completely correct man. He has reduced me to a mass of overstimulated nerves craving him to touch me again.

      “That poor defenseless crap may work with your boyfriend who treats you like china on a shelf, fragile and nice to look at. Rarely used...” he shrugs “...but admit it, sweetheart, that’s boring.”

      “My boy—” I stutter, “I’m not fragile!”

      “Really?” he chides, reaching up to hold my chin in place as he looks in my eyes. “You sure act that way.”

      “Screw you!” I jerk my chin from his grasp.

      “Ooooh, you’re a feisty little thing.” His arrogant smirk is irritating. “I like feisty, sweetheart. It only makes me want you that much more.”

      Prick! I’m just about to make a retort about what a manwhore he obviously is. That I know about his “getting acquainted” with someone else down the hall not too long ago before moving onto me. I stare at him, the thought rattling around in the back of my head that he vaguely reminds me of someone, but I push it away. I’m flustered, that’s all.

      As I’m about to open my mouth, I hear Dane’s voice calling my name. Relief floods me as I turn to see him standing at the end of the hallway, looking at me oddly. Most likely perplexed by my disheveled state.

      “Rylee? I really need those lists. Did you get them?”

      “I got sidetracked,” I mumble. I glance back at Mr. Arrogant behind me. “I’m coming. I just … wait for me, okay?”

      Dane nods at me as I turn to the open door of the storage closet and quickly grab the scattered paddles off of the floor as gracefully as possible and shove them in the bag. I exit the closet and avoid meeting his eyes as I start to walk toward Dane. I exhale silently, glad to be heading toward more familiar ground when I hear his voice behind me. “This conversation isn’t over, Rylee.”

      “Like hell it isn't, A.C.E.,” I toss over my shoulder, the thought at how perfect the acronym fits him passes through my mind before I continue hastily down the hall, keeping my shoulders squared and head held high in an attempt to keep my pride intact.

      I quickly reach Dane, my closest confidant and friend at work. Concern etches his boyish face as I loop my arm through his, tugging him back toward the party. Once we’re through the backstage door, I release the breath I didn’t know I was holding and lean back against the wall.

      “What the hell happened to you, Rylee? You look like a hot mess!” He eyes me up and down. “And does it have anything to do with that Adonis back there?”

      It has everything to do with the Adonis, I want to confide but for some reason hold back. “Don’t laugh,” I say, eyeing him warily. “The closet door jammed shut, and I was stuck inside.”

      He stifles a laugh and looks toward the ceiling to contain it. “That would only happen to you!”

      I playfully push his shoulder. “Really, it’s not funny. I got panicked. Claustrophobic. The lights went out and it brought me back to the accident.” Concern flashes in his eyes. “I freaked out, and that guy heard me yelling and let me out. That’s all.”

      “That’s all?” he questions with a raise of his eyebrow as if he doesn’t believe me.

      I nod. “Yes. I just really lost it for a minute.” I hate lying to him, but for now it’s my best course of action. The more adamant I am, the quicker he’ll drop the subject.

      “Well, that’s too bad because damn, girl, he’s fine.” I laugh as he wraps his arm around me in a quick hug. “Go on and freshen up. Take a breather. Then we need you back out to mingle and schmooze. We’re about thirty minutes out from the start of the date auction.”
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      I stare at myself in the bathroom mirror. Dane’s right. I look like hell. I’ve ruined the hair and makeup my roommate, Haddie, helped me with. I take a paper towel and try to blot at my makeup to repair the damage. The tears have left my amethyst eyes rimmed red, and I need not wonder why my lipstick is no longer perfectly lining my lips. Pieces of my chestnut color hair are falling out of its clip, and the seam of my dress is horribly askew.

      I can hear the dull bass of the music on the other side of the wall. It plays background to the hundreds of voices—all potential donors. I take a deep breath and lean against the sink for a moment.

      I can see why Dane questioned what had really happened and if Mr. Arrogant had anything to do with it. I look completely disheveled!

      I shift my dress so its sweetheart neckline and my more-than-ample girls sit properly. I smooth my hands over my hips where the fabric clings to my curves. I start to put the wisps of hair that have escaped back into my clip but stop myself. The tendrils have returned to their naturally wavy state, and I decide that I like the softened effect the curls have on my overall look.

      I reach into my purse, which Dane has brought me, and freshen up my make-up. I add some mascara to my naturally thick lashes and reapply my smudged eyeliner. My eyes look better. Not great—but better. I pucker my lips, tracing my lipstick over the full M shape of them, rub them together, and then blot.

      Not as good as Haddie, but good enough. I’m ready to rejoin the festivities.
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      Jewels, designer gowns, and name-dropping are prevalent among the celebrities, socialites, and philanthropists who fill the old theater. Tonight is the culmination of much of my efforts over the past year—an event to raise the majority of the funds needed to break ground on the new facilities.

      And I am way out of my comfort zone.

      Dane discretely rolls his eyes at me from across the room; he knows I would much rather be back at The House with the boys in jeans and my hair pulled back into a ponytail. I allow a ghost of a smile to grace my lips as I nod my head, before taking a sip of champagne.

      I am still trying to wrap my head around what I willingly allowed to happen backstage and the sting of knowing I wasn’t the first person Mr. Arrogant had made his moves on tonight. I’m dumbfounded at both my uncharacteristic actions and confused by how hurt I feel. Surely, I can’t expect a man looking for a quick romp to have any intention but to boost his already-inflated ego.

      “There you are, Rylee,” a voice interrupts my thoughts.

      I turn to find my boss—a bear of a man standing close to six and half feet tall with a heart bigger than that of anyone I’ve ever met. Appropriately enough, he looks like a big teddy bear.

      “Teddy,” I say affectionately as I lean into the arm he’s placed on my shoulders in a quick hug. “Looks like it’s turning out well, don’t you think?”

      “Thanks to all your hard effort. From what I hear, the checks are coming in.” His lips curve, the smile causing his eyebrows to wiggle. “And even before the auction begins.”

      “Just because it’s a successful way to raise money, doesn’t mean I have to agree with it,” I reluctantly admit, trying to not sound like a prude. It’s a debate we’ve had countless times over the past couple of months. Even though it’s for charity, I just don’t understand why women are willing to sell themselves to the highest bidder. I can’t help but think the bidders are going to want more than just a date in return for the fifteen-thousand dollar starting bid.

      “It’s not like we’re running a brothel, Rylee,” Teddy admonishes. He looks over my right shoulder as a guest catches his attention. “Oh, there’s someone I want you to meet. This is a cause very near and dear to him. He’s one of our chairpeople’s sons who—” he stops his explanation as whoever it is approaches nearby. “Donavan! Good to see you,” he says heartily as he shakes hands with the person at my back.

      I turn around, willing to make a new acquaintance, but instead I meet the bemused eyes of Mr. Arrogant.

      Well, shit! How is it that despite being twenty-six years old, I suddenly feel like a prepubescent, awkward teenager? The half an hour away from him has done nothing to dampen his scorching good looks or the forbidden pull he has on my libido. His six-foot-plus frame is covered in a perfectly tailored black tuxedo that screams affluence, and my knowledge that beneath the jacket lies an obviously toned torso makes me bite my lower lip in unwanted need. And yet despite his magnetism, I’m still furious.

      I think again about how he looks familiar, how he resembles someone I know, but the shock of seeing him again overrides the thought.

      He smirks at me, his mirth apparent, and all I can think about is how those lips felt on mine. How his fingers, holding a tumbler now, felt traveling over my bare skin. About the length of his body pressed against mine.

      And how he had licentiously acquainted himself with another woman moments before moving on to debase me.

      Plastering a fake smile on my face, my eyes glare at Donavan as an unaware Teddy addresses him. “There’s someone I’d like you to meet. She’s the driving force behind what you see tonight.” Teddy turns to me, placing a hand on my lower back. “Rylee Thomas, please meet—”

      “We’ve already met,” I say, interrupting him, saccharine oozing from my words as I smile at them. Teddy looks at me oddly; it’s rare for me to be insincere. “Thank you for the introduction, though,” I continue, looking from Teddy to Donavan, reaching out to shake his hand as if he were just another potential benefactor.

      Dragging his eyes from me and my abnormal behavior, Teddy focuses back on Mr. Arrogant. “Are you enjoying yourself?”

      “Immensely,” he muses, releasing his too-long hold on my hand. I have to refrain from derisively snorting. How can he not be enjoying himself? Arrogant bastard. Maybe I should get on the stage and take a schoolyard poll of women here tonight to see whom he has not debauched already.

      “Were you able to get some food? Rylee was able to get one of the hottest chefs in Hollywood to donate his services,” Teddy explains, always trying to be the consummate host.

      Donavan looks at me, humor crinkling the corners of his eyes. “I had a little taste of something while I was wandering around backstage.” I suck in my breath, catching his innuendo as he moves his eyes back to Teddy. “It was rather unexpected but quite exquisite,” he murmurs. “Thank you.”

      I hear someone call Teddy’s name, and he eyes me again with curiosity before apologizing. “If you’ll excuse me, I’m needed elsewhere for a moment.” He turns toward Donavan. “It’s great seeing you again. Thank you for coming.”

      We both nod in assent as Teddy leaves. Scowling, I turn on my heel to walk away from Donavan. I want to erase him and his memory from my evening.

      His hand hastily closes over my bare arm, tugging me so my backside lands against the steeled length of his body. My breath hitches in response. I glance around, glad that everyone seems to be so absorbed in their own conversations that we’ve not drawn their attention.

      I can feel Donavan’s chin brush against my shoulder as his mouth nears my ear. “Why are you so pissed, Ms. Thomas?” There is a biting chill to his voice that warns me he’s not a man to be messed with. “Is it because you can’t let go of your highbrow ways and admit that despite what your head says, your body wants more of this rebel from the wrong side of the tracks?” He releases a low, patronizing growl in my ear. “Or are you so practiced at being frigid that you always deprive yourself of what you want? What you need? What you feel?”

      I bristle, trying unsuccessfully to pull my arm out of his firm grip. Talk about a wolf in sheep’s clothing. I still as another couple walks past us, eyeing us closely. Trying to figure out the situation between us. Donavan releases my arm, and rubs his hand over it instead, giving the impression of a lover’s touch. And despite my fury, or maybe because of it, his touch triggers a myriad of sensation everywhere his fingers trace. Goose bumps ripple in their wake.

      I can feel his breath rake over my cheek again. “It’s very arousing, Rylee, knowing that you’re so responsive to my touch. Very intoxicating,” he whispers as he trails a finger across my bare shoulder. “You know you want to explore why your body reacted the way it did to me. You think I didn’t see you undressing me with your eyes, enjoy you fucking me with your mouth?”

      I gasp as he puts his hand on my stomach and pulls me tightly back against him so I can feel the evidence of his arousal pressing into my lower back.

      Despite my anger, it’s a heady feeling to know that I can make this man react in such a way. But then again, he probably reacts this way to the numerous women who, without a doubt, throw themselves at his feet on a regular basis.

      “You’re lucky I don’t drag you back in that storage closet I found you in and take what you offered. Make you cry out my name.” He nips softly at my ear, and I have to stifle the uncontrollable moan of desire that threatens to escape. “To fuck you and get you out of my system. Then move on,” he finishes.

      I’ve never been spoken to this way—would never have thought I’d allow someone to—but his words, and the vigor with which he speaks them, unexpectedly turn me on.

      I’m mad at my body for its unbidden reaction to this pompous man. He obviously knows the hold he can have over a woman’s body, and unfortunately, it is mine at the moment.

      I turn slowly to face him and narrow my eyes. My voice is cold as ice. “Presumptuous, aren’t you, Ace? No doubt your typical MO is to fuck ’em and chuck ’em?” His eyes widen in response to my unexpected vulgarity. Or maybe he’s just surprised that I have him figured out so quickly. I hold his stare, my body vibrating with anger. “How many woman have you tried to seduce tonight?” I raise my eyebrows in disgust as guilt flickers fleetingly across his face. “What? Didn’t you know that I happened upon you and your first conquest of the evening in the little alcove backstage?” Donavan’s eyes widen. I continue, enjoying the surprised look on his face. “Did she play you at your own game, Ace, and leave you wanting for more? Aching to prove what a man you are since you couldn’t fulfill her? That you had to pick a frantic woman locked in a closet to take advantage of? I mean, really, how many women have you used your bullshit lines on tonight? How many have you tried to leave your mark on?”

      “Jealous, sweetheart?” He raises his eyebrows as his grin flashes arrogantly. “We can always finish what we started, and you can mark me any way you’d like.”

      I gently shove my hand against his chest, pushing him back. I’d love to wipe that smirk off of his face. Leave my mark that way. “Sorry, I don’t waste my time on misogynist jerks like you. Go find someone—”

      “Careful, Rylee,” he warns as he grips my wrist, looking every bit as dangerous as his voice threatens. “I don’t take kindly to insults.”

      I try to yank my wrist away but his hold remains. To anyone in the room, it looks as if I’m laying my hand on his heart in affection. They can’t feel the overpowering strength of his grip.

      “Then hear this,” I snap, tired of this game and my warring emotions. Anger takes hold. “You only want me because I’m the first female who’s said no to your gorgeous face and come-fuck-me body. You’re so used to every female falling at your feet, pun intended, that you see a challenge—someone immune to your charm—and you’re unsure how to react.”

      Despite his nonchalant shrug, I can see his underlying irritation as he releases my wrist. “When I like what I see, I go after it,” he states unapologetically.

      Shaking my head, I roll my eyes. “No, you need to prove to yourself that you can, in fact, get any girl who crosses your path. Your ego’s bruised. I understand,” I patronize, patting his arm. “Well, don’t sweat it, Ace, I forfeit this race.”

      He raises an eyebrow, a ghost of a smile appears on his lips. The muscle in his clenched jaw tics as he regards me momentarily. “Let’s get something straight.” He leans in, inches from my mouth, the gleam in his eyes warning me I’ve gone too far. “If I want you, I can and will have you, at anytime and in anyplace, sweetheart.”

      I snort in the most unladylike way, astonished at his audacity, yet trying to ignore the quickening of my pulse at the thought. “Don’t bet on it,” I sneer as I hastily try to skirt past.

      His hand whips out and grabs hold of my arm again, spinning me back toward him, so I’m standing intimately close. I can see his pulse beat in the line beneath his jaw. I can feel the fabric of his jacket hit my arm as his chest rises and falls. I glance down at his hand on my arm and glare back at him in warning, yet his hold remains. He leans his face in to mine so I can feel his breath feather across my cheek. I angle my head up to his, not sure if I’m raising my chin in defiance or in anticipation of his kiss.

      “Lucky you, I’m a gambling man, Rylee,” his resonating voice is just a whisper. “I do, in fact, like a good challenge now and again,” he provokes, a mischievous smile playing at the corners of his mouth. He releases my arm, but runs his finger lazily down the rest of it. The soft scrape of his finger on my exposed skin sends shivers down my back.

      “So let’s make a bet.” He stops and nods at a passing acquaintance, bringing me to the here and now as I’ve forgotten that we’re in a room full of people.

      “Didn’t your mother teach you when a lady says no, she really means no, Ace?” I raise my eyebrow, a look of disdain on my face.

      That smarmy smirk of his is back in full force as he nods in acknowledgement at my comment. “She also taught me that when I want something, I need to keep after it until I get it.”

      Great, so now I’ve acquired a stalker. A handsome, sexy, very annoying stalker.

      He reaches out and toys with a loose curl on the side of my neck. I try to remain impassive despite my urge to close my eyes and sink into the soft touch of his fingers across my skin. His smirk tells me that he knows exactly what his effect is on me. “So, like I said, Ryles, a bet?

      I bristle at his proposition, or maybe his effect on me. “This is asinine—”

      “I bet by the end of the night,” he cuts me off, holding a hand up to stop me, “I have a date with you.”

      I laugh out loud, stepping back from him. “Not a chance in hell, Ace!”

      He takes a long swallow of his drink, his expression guarded. “What are you scared of then? That you can’t resist me?” He flashes a wicked grin when I roll my eyes. “Agree then. What do you have to lose?”

      “So you get a date with me and your bruised ego is restored.” I shrug indifferently, wanting no part of this contest. “What will I get out if it?”

      “If you win—”

      “You mean if I can resist your dazzling charm,” I retort sarcastically.

      “Let me rephrase. If you can resist my dazzling charm by the end of the night, then I’ll donate.” He flickers his fingers through the air in a gesture of irrelevance. “Let’s say, twenty thousand dollars to your cause.”

      I catch my breath and look at him in bewilderment, for this I can agree to. I know that there’s no way in hell I’ll succumb to Donavan or his captivating wiles, the arrogant bastard. Agreed, I was caught in his tantalizing web for a few moments, but it was just because it’s been so long since I’ve felt like that. Since I’ve been kissed like that. Been touched like that.

      Come to think of it, I don’t think that I have ever been made to feel like that. But then again, I know that a man has never kissed me while his lips were still warm from another woman’s.

      I regard him impassively, trying to figure out the catch. Maybe there isn’t one. Maybe he’s just so cocky that he really thinks he’s that irresistible. All I know is that I’m going to increase our contribution total tonight by twenty thousand.

      “Isn’t this bet going to put a damper on your evening’s pursuit of other possible bedside companions?” I pause, taking a survey of the room. “It’s not looking too promising, Ace, considering you’re oh for two right now.”

      “I think I’ll manage.” He laughs out loud. “Don’t worry about me. I’m good at multitasking,” he quips, trying to beat me at my own game. “Besides, the night’s still young, and by my count the score is oh for one so far. The second score has yet to be settled.” He arches his eyebrows at me. “Don’t over think it, Rylee. It’s a bet. Plain and simple.”

      I cross my arms over my chest. The decision is easy. Anything for my boys. “Better get your checkbook ready, Ace. There’s nothing I like better than proving arrogant bastards like you wrong.”

      He takes another sip of his drink, his eyes never leaving mine. “You sure are certain of yourself.”

      “Let’s just say that my self-control is something that I pride myself on.”

      Donavan steps closer to me again. “Self-control, huh?” he murmurs, challenge dancing in his eyes. “Seems we’ve already tested that theory, Rylee, and it didn’t seem to hold true. I’d be glad to test it again, though … ”

      The muscles in my core clench at the possible promise, the ache burning there, begging for relief. Why am I acting like a girl who has never felt a man’s touch before? Maybe because it has never been this man’s touch.

      “Okay,” I tell him, sticking out my hand to shake his, “It’s a bet. But I’ll warn you, I don’t lose.”

      He reaches out to take my hand, a broad smile lighting up his features, eyes sparkling a bold emerald. “Neither do I, Rylee,” he murmurs. “Neither do I.”

      “Rylee, sorry to interrupt but we need you right now,” says a voice behind me.

      I turn to find Stella, with a look of panic on her face. I look toward Donavan, “If you’ll excuse me, I’m needed elsewhere.” I feel awkward, unsure of what else I should say or do.

      He nods his head at me. “We’ll talk more later.”

      As I walk away, I realize I’m not sure if his response is a threat or a promise.
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      I am sitting backstage in the chaotic aftermath of the auction, but my mind is still reeling from it. The last hour and a half has been a blur. A successful blur in fact, but one that has come at a very high cost—my dignity.

      At the last minute, one of our “date” auction participants had become ill. With no one else willing to partake, and programs pre-printed with a set number of participants, I begged, bribed, and pleaded with every member of my staff to step in and fill the role. Of all of the available people who were not physically needed for the facilitation of the auction, those left were either married or seriously attached to someone.

      Everyone that was, except for me.

      I whined, cajoled, pleaded even, but in an ironic twist that many of the staff took pleasure in, I became auction block Item Number Twenty-Two. So I had to suck it up and take one for the team, all the while ignoring a hunch that something wasn’t quite right, but I couldn’t put my finger on it.

      And believe me, I hated every fucking minute of it! From the beauty-pageant-style introduction, to the parading around on a stage like a trophy, to the whistling catcalls of the audience, to the vapid calling of bidders’ dollar amounts by the announcer. The lights were so blinding I couldn’t see the audience, just a vague outline of figures. My time in the spotlight was consumed by embarrassment, the sound of my heartbeat rushing in my ears, the fear that my sweating from the heat of the stage lights would leave dark marks on the underarms of my dress.

      I’m sure if I’d been on the other side of the stage, I would have found the auctioneer’s comments entertaining, the participation of the audience endearing, and the silly antics of some of the women on stage trying to increase their bids amusing. I would’ve watched the contribution total rise and would have been proud of my staff for the successful outcome.

      Instead, I’m sitting in the backstage area, taking a deep breath, and wrapping my head around what the hell just happened.

      “Way to go, Ry!” I hear Dane’s amusement at my predicament as he makes his way backstage toward me through the twenty-four other women who were willing participants in the auction. They’re all exiting off the stage, gathering their bags of swag that we provided to thank them for their participation.

      I glare at him, my annoyance evident. He gives me a wide, toothy grin as he grabs me in an unreciprocated hug. I’m beyond grumpy. I’m downright bitchy. I mean what a fucking night! First locked in the closet, then playing unknown sloppy seconds on the conquest list of Mr. Arrogant, and then enduring the humiliation of being purchased like prime beef at a meat market.

      I cannot believe the giddiness of the women around me. They are chatting animatedly about their moment in the spotlight and bragging at how much they went for. I’m grateful for their participation, ecstatic at the outcome, but just simply bewildered by their enthusiasm.

      His earlier accusation of being prim comes back to my mind, and I shake it off.

      “That was fucking horrible!” I whine, shaking my head in incredulity as he laughs sympathetically at me. “All I want is a large glass—no screw that, a bottle of wine, some form of chocolate, and to get this damn dress and heels off, in no particular order.”

      “If that’s all it takes to get you naked, I’d have brought you wine and chocolate a long time ago.”

      I glare at him, finding no amusement in his comment. “Too bad I don’t have the right equipment to keep you satisfied.”

      “Meow!” he responds, biting his lip to suppress his laugh. “Oh, sweetie, that had to have been horrible for you, Ms. Keep-me-out-of-the-spotlight-at-all-costs! Look at you ...” He sits in the chair next to me, putting his arm around my shoulder and pulling me to him. I rest my head on his shoulder, enjoying the comforting feeling of friendship. “At least you sold for above the asking price.”

      “You asshole!” I pull away from him as he laughs childishly at me, rubbing in what he knows is a sore spot. To be honest, I still have no idea what amount my ‘winning bid’ was because I was too busy listening to the frantic pounding of my heartbeat fill my head.

      To say that my ego doesn’t care how much I was auctioned for is a mild understatement. Even though I detested the process, what female wouldn’t want to know that someone thinks she is worthy enough to be bid money on for a date? Especially after my experience earlier in the evening.

      “What are friends for? I mean between the bidding war and the ensuing brawl over your potential suitor...” he blows out a large breath, humor in his eyes “...and the all-out melee that ensued—”

      “Oh, be quiet will you!” I laugh, relaxing for the first time at his ribbing. “No really, how much did I raise?”

      “Listen to you! Most women would first say ‘How much did I go for?’” he mocks in a high-pitch, pretentious voice, making me giggle, “and then the next question would be ‘How hot is my date?’”

      I turn to him and arch my eyebrows in the manner that always has the boys at The House answering quickly—or taking cover. “Well?” When he doesn’t respond, but rather stares at me in mock horror for wondering, I allow myself to become one of the whiney voiced women around me. “Dane, give me the details!”

      “Well, my dear, you sold … ” I shiver in mock horror at his words. He continues, “Excuse me, your future date spent twenty-five thousand dollars for an evening with you.”

      What? Holy shit! I’m dumbfounded. I know the starting bid was fifteen thousand for all entrants, but someone actually paid ten thousand more than that? Pride and a feeling of worth soars within me, repairing part of the damage Donavan inflicted earlier.

      I try to rationalize someone I don’t know spending that kind of money on a date with me, and I can’t. It had to have been one of the chair people who worked closely on the board with me. This was the only plausible explanation. Most of the other women on the stage had been part of the elite Hollywood charity circle—they had friends and family in the audience to bid on them. I didn’t.

      I sigh and relax a bit with the knowledge that I will probably have to go on a date with a widowed elderly gentleman or possibly none at all. Maybe the person just wants to donate to us and will let me off the hook. What a relief! I was worried about the date part. Some loser expecting something in return for his generous donation—ugh!

      “So did you see who won the auction?”

      “Sorry, sweetie,” he says as he pats my knee. “The guy was off to the side. I was in the back. I couldn’t see him.”

      “Oh—okay.” Disappointment fills my voice as I begin to worry again.

      “Don’t worry. I’m sure it is one of the old guys from the board—” he stops, realizing he’s just implied that those are the only men willing to bid on me. He continues cautiously, knowing full well that I’m in bitch-mode right now. “You know what I meant, Ry. They all love you! They’ll do anything to support you.” He eyes me carefully and realizes he should stop while he is ahead.

      I sigh loudly, relaxing from the realization that I’m uber-sensitive right now. I take note that most of the participants have cleared out of the backstage area. “Well, my friend, I should be getting back to the soiree.” I stand, smoothing my dress down and wincing as my feet bunch back down into my shoes. “I, for one, am more than done with my duties for the evening. I’m ready to go home and devour that chocolate and wine in the comfort of my fluffy robe and comfy couch.”

      “You don’t want to wait and see what the tally is for the night?” he asks, rising from the seat to follow behind me.

      We walk past the alcove that Donavan and I had occupied earlier, and I blush, keeping my head down so Dane won’t question me. “I asked Stella to text me later when it’s added up.” I push open the door to enter the party again. “I don’t need to be here for that—” I falter as I walk through the door and see Donavan leaning a shoulder casually against the wall, surveying the crowd.

      He’s a man who is obviously at ease with who he is, regardless of his surroundings. He exudes an aura of raw power mixed with something deeper, something darker that I can’t seem to put my finger on. Rogue. Rebel. Reckless. All three descriptions fit him, and despite this man’s refined look, he screams trouble.

      Dane bumps into me from behind as I stop abruptly when Donavan’s scanning eyes connect with mine. “Rylee—” Dane complains until he realizes why I’ve stopped. “Well, shit, if it isn’t Mr. Brooding. What’s going on here, Ry?”

      I roll my eyes at the thought of Donavan’s stupid bet. “Arrogance run amuck,” I mutter to him. “I have to take care of something.” I toss over my shoulder, “Be right back.”

      I stalk toward Donavan, more than aware that his eyes track my every movement and at the same time annoyed at having to deal with this now. Our banter has been an amusing way to pass the evening’s time, but the night’s over and I’m ready to go home. Game over. He pushes his shoulder off the wall, straightening the long length of his lean body as I walk toward him. The corners of his mouth turn up slightly as he attempts to gauge my mood.

      I reach him and hold up a hand to stop him before he even begins to speak. “Look, Ace, I’m tired and in a really shitty mood right now. It’s time for me to call it a night—”

      “And just when I was going to offer to take you places you didn’t even know existed before,” he says dryly with just a ghost of a smile and an arch of an eyebrow. “You don’t know what you’re missing, sweetheart.”

      I snort loudly, all propriety out the window. “You’re fucking kidding me, right? You actually get women with lines like that?”

      “I’m wounded.” He smirks, his eyes full of humor as he holds his hand to his heart in false pain. “You’d be surprised what my mouth gets with those lines.”

      I just stare at him. The man has absolutely no humility. “I don’t have time for your childish games right now. I just had to endure humiliation beyond my worst nightmare, and I’m more pissed off than you can imagine. I especially don’t want to deal with you right now.”

      If he is shocked at my rant, he hides it well. His face remains impassive except for the muscle pulsing with his clenched jaw. “I do love a woman who tells it like it is,” he murmurs quietly to himself.

      I place my hands on my hips and continue, “So I’m going home in about ten minutes. Night’s over. I win our idiotic bet, so you better get your check and fill it out because you’re going home with lighter pockets tonight.”

      His lips quirk up in an amused smirk. “Twenty-five thousand lighter, in fact,” he deadpans.

      “No, we agreed on twen—” I stop as a smile spreads across his lips, realization slowly dawning on me. Oh fuck! He bid on me. Not only did he bid on me, but he bid on me and won. He officially has a date with me.

      I grit my teeth and raise my head toward the ceiling, inhaling slowly, trying to calm myself. “No—uh-uh. This is bullshit and you know it!” I glare at him as he starts to speak. “That wasn’t the deal. I didn’t agree to this!” I’m flustered and exasperated, so furious that I’m beyond reason.

      “A bet’s a bet, Ryles.”

      “It’s Rylee, you asshole!” I spit at him. Who the hell does he think he is? First he buys me and then he thinks he can give me a nickname? I know that the irrational female in me has reared her Medusa-like head, but I really don’t care at this point.

      “Last time I checked, sweetheart, my name wasn’t Ace,” he retorts with some justification. The rasp of his voice grates over me like sandpaper. He casually leans back against the wall, as if this is a conversation he has every day.

      His nonchalance fuels my ire. “You cheated. You-you-aaarrgh!” My frustration is stifling my ability to form coherent thoughts.

      “We never had time to outline any rules or stipulations.” He raises his eyebrows and shrugs. “You were pulled away. That left everything as fair game.” His smile is irritating. The humor in his intoxicating green eyes is infuriating.

      Oh shit! I try to argue cleverly with him and I just end up looking like a guppy, opening and closing my mouth several times without a word falling from my lips.

      He pushes off the wall and steps in closer to me. His signature scent envelops me. “I guess I just proved you do, in fact, lose sometimes, Ryles.” He reaches up to move a tendril that has fallen over my face, his lone dimple deepening with his victorious smirk. I recoil at his touch but he holds my jaw firm in his hands. “I’m looking forward to our date, Rylee.” He grazes a thumb over my cheek and angles his head to the side while he considers his next statement. “In fact, more than any other date I’ve had in a while.”

      I close my eyes momentarily, leaning my head back as “Oh God!” slips from my lips in a sigh. What an unbelievable night!

      “So that’s what it will sound like?”

      I open my eyes, confused by his comment, to see him regarding me with a bemused look on his face. “What?” I bark, my response harsh like a curse.

      “Those words, Oh God,” he mimics me, reaching out and running a finger down the side of my face. “Now I know exactly how you’ll sound when you say that while I’m buried deep inside of you.”

      I open my mouth in shock at his audacity, the overconfidence of his words astounding me. His haughty smile grates on my last nerve. The arrogant prick. Luckily I’m able to voice an articulate thought. “Wow! You sure think a lot of yourself, don’t you, Ace?”

      He slips his hands into his pockets, his smirk dominating his magnificent face. He leans in, a salacious look in his eyes and his voice a daunting whisper. “Oh, sweetheart, there is definitely a lot of me to think about.” His quiet laugh sends a chill up my spine. “I’ll be in touch.”

      And with that, Mr. Arrogant turns on his heels and walks away without a backwards glance. I watch his broad shoulders until he disappears into the throng of people and finally exhale the breath I didn’t know I was holding.

      Screw him and his sexy mouth and his gorgeous green eyes framed with thick lashes and his dexterous hands and his … his … just his everything! Ugh! I’m shaking I’m so furious with him.

      And at myself. Donavan is confident and sure of himself and more than comfortable with being the alpha male. For me, there is nothing more attractive in a man than that. But right now, I’m irritated with him. He’s gotten under my skin. And I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or not, but I know that places inside of me that died that horrific day two years ago showed some signs of life tonight.

      Starting the moment he touched me.

      I stand there trying to comprehend the night’s unexpected events, and after a few moments, I’m certain of two things. First, there is absolutely no way I am honoring this agreement. And second, deep down, despite my staunch resolve, I know this will not be the last time I’ll be seeing Donavan.
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      I strum my fingers on my desk as I peruse our parent company’s website. I have so many other things I need to be doing right now, but I find myself looking at pictures of all of the chairpersons on our board, as well as the members of the organizing committee.

      I can’t place which member’s son is Donavan, and it’s really starting to annoy me. I don’t have his last name to help the puzzle pieces fit into place. I wish I hadn’t told my staff that they could wait a few days on getting me the paperwork. I was just trying to be nice after all of the hard work they had put in. If I had it though, I’d have the answer. I know I could just call up Stella or Dane and ask the name of my future date, but then they’d know something is up because something like that wouldn’t be important to me. And with those two gossipers, I don’t want to open that floodgate.

      More importantly, I’m irritated at myself for even caring who he is. “Manwhore,” I grumble under my breath.

      I rub my tired eyes and run my fingers through my hair, pulling it back off my shoulders. I exhale loudly. It’s been a long, tiring weekend, and I’m exhausted.

      I glance at the clock. I have fifteen minutes before I have to leave to get to The House for my twenty-four hour shift.

      My computer pings and I click on my mailbox to see an incoming email. I don’t recognize the address but can assume the person’s identity. Here we go again. I click on it because the subject line has piqued my curiosity.

      To: Rylee Thomas

      From: Ace

      Subject: Backstage Liaisons

      __________________________________

      Ryles—

      Would you have opened the email if the subject line simply stated, “Date the Highest Bidder”?

      Didn’t think so.

      You owe me a date.

      Let me know your availability so I can make plans.

      You have twenty-four hours to respond. Or else.

      —Ace

      I sigh heavily in confused relief. I’m irritated at his ridiculous ultimatum. More so though, I’m irritated at myself. Why, even if I don’t want to go out with him, do I feel like a giddy schoolgirl excited that he’s emailed me? That the cool, popular kid has acknowledged the awkward, ordinary girl.

      After he’s made out with the head cheerleader behind the bleachers, that is. God, he is annoying! I check the clock to make sure that I have time for a response.

      To: Ace

      From: Rylee Thomas

      Subject: Cat Got Your Tongue?

      _______________________

      Ace—

      Demanding, aren’t we?

      You never addressed your subject line. Should I worry about how many other emails you sent out with the same title to your other conquests from Saturday night trying to get a follow-up date?

      -Ryl-E-E

      I smile as I hit send, picturing his face in my mind. His smile. His emerald eyes. The devastation he had over my control. It’s only been two days since the auction, and yet I wonder if my memory is making Donavan out to be more than he really is. Making his transgressions seem less offensive than they really were. Before I can ponder it further, my inbox alerts me.

      To: Rylee Thomas

      From: Ace

      Subject: Chivalry isn’t dead

      _______________________

      Ryl-E-E—

      A gentleman never kisses and tells, Ryles. You should know that.

      When you think about me, make sure to note that my demands will only result in your pleasure.

      And you never answered my question. A bet’s a bet. Time to pay up, sweetheart.

      —Ace

      I laugh out loud to his response. Maybe if I ignore his question, he’ll just go away. Good luck with that! Despite detesting the game he’s playing, I find myself smiling as I type my reply. I’m a challenge to him, plain and simple. If I’d acquiesced to his request for a date, or maybe even if I had continued kissing him in the hallway without backing away, he’d never have given me a second thought. He would have had his wicked way with me and walked away without a backwards glance.

      To: Ace

      From: Rylee Thomas

      Subject: Fat ladies and yellow birds

      _________________________

      Ace—

      I read somewhere that a boy needs the adulation from many girls to be satisfied, whereas a gentleman needs the adoration from just one woman to be fulfilled. By that definition alone, you are definitely not a gentleman. That means you should be singing like a canary, then.

      Besides, a date is WAY ABOVE my pay grade.

      —Rylee

      P.S. Oh, and don’t worry, I don’t think of you. At all.

      Take that! I think, proud of myself for my wit despite the blatant lie in the last comment. I stand and pack up my stuff, straightening my desk. As I reach to turn my computer off, my inbox alerts me again.

      To: Rylee Thomas

      From: Ace

      Subject: You need a raise

      _________________________

      Rylee—

      I may be a man, but I’m nowhere near gentle. In fact, I think you’re a little curious just how I like it. Step over the edge with me, Ryles—I’ll hold your hand and revel in making you lose that self-control you pride yourself on. I’ll be anything and everything but gentle.

      I promise. You’ll never know your limits until you push yourself to them.

      If you refuse to give me availability, I may have to take matters in my own hands. Maybe someone taking control is exactly what you want? What you need?

      —Ace

      “Egotistical asshole,” I mutter as I switch off my computer, refusing to respond. Like he knows what I want or need. But despite my anger, his words reverberate through me more than they should.
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      My phone rings as I drive to The House. I’m in a foul mood for some reason, and I can only blame it on Donavan and his damn emails. Damn him for filling me with wants and needs and desires again. I glance at the screen on my phone and groan.

      It’s Haddie, my best friend and roommate. I’ve successfully avoided her and one of her notorious inquisitions since the event on Saturday night. Luckily, she’d had plans that kept her out of the house because one round of her questions and she would’ve known something had happened.

      “Hey, Had!”

      “Ry! Where’ve you been? You’re avoiding me!” she reprimands.

      Geesh, five words into the conversation and she’s already starting in on me. “No, I’m not. We’ve just both been busy with—”

      “Bullshit,” she argues. “I talked to Dane and know the story! Why didn’t you wake me up and tell me when you got home?”

      I blanch, wondering what Dane told her, and then I realize that she is probably talking about the auction. “Because nothing happened but absolute humiliation. It was awful.”

      “Oh, it couldn’t have been that bad!” she says sarcastically. “At least you got a hot date out of it. Who is he?”

      I roll my eyes at her as I turn my car into the driveway of The House. “Some guy—”

      “Well, obviously. I’m glad it wasn’t some girl because that would put a whole different spin on this.” She laughs, and I can’t help but smile. “So spill it, sister!”

      “Really, Haddie, there’s nothing to tell.” I can hear her guffaw. “Oh, will you look at that? I just pulled up to The House. I gotta go.”

      “Likely story, Ry. Don’t worry, I’ll get the scoop out of you when you get home tomorrow from work.” I cringe at the Haddie Montgomery promise to dig deeper. She never forgets.

      “Look, I don’t know the guy,” I relent, hoping if I give her some information she’ll be satisfied and not pry any further. “Teddy introduced me to him before I was pulled into being a contestant. His name is Donavan something, and he’s the son of one of the chairpersons. That’s all I know.” I cringe at my blatant omission.

      I hear her hum of approval on the end of the line and know the exact expression that is on her flawless face. Her button nose is scrunched up in disbelief while her heart-shaped lips purse as she tries to figure out if I’m telling the truth. “I really am at work now, Had. I have to go. Love ya, bye,” I sign off with our usual parting words.

      “Love ya, bye.”
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      There is chaos in The House as usual when I walk in the door. I step over six book bags that lay haphazardly in the entryway. I can hear Top 40 music coming from one bedroom and the beginning of an argument coming from another as I pass the hallway on my way to the core of the house.

      I hear the pop of a baseball mitt coming through the open windows at the rear of the house, and I know that Kyle and Ricky are in the midst of their frequent bout of catch. Any minute, one of them will be complaining that the other one has horrible aim. They’ll argue and then move to the next activity, playing with their Bakugan or competing at baseball on the Wii.

      I walk into the great room to hear Scooter giggling as he sits next to my fellow counselor, Jackson, on the couch, arguing the merits of Spiderman versus Batman.

      The great room is a common area of the house, combining the kitchen with a large open living area. Large windows open up to the backyard where I can see the boys playing catch. The room has couches on one end that form a U-shape around a small media center, while the other end houses a big wooden table, currently covered with what appears to be incomplete homework. The earth tone furniture is neither new nor shabby but gently worn and well used.

      “Hey, guys,” I say as I place my bag on the kitchen island, appraising the state of dinner in two large Crock-Pots on the counter.

      I hear various versions of “Hi, Rylee” in response.

      Jackson looks up from the couch, his brown eyes full of humor over his debate with eight-year-old Scooter, and smiles. “We were just taking a break from homework. They’ll have it finished before dinner is ready.”

      I lift the lid off a Crock-Pot and stir what appears to be pot roast and vegetables. My stomach grumbles, reminding me that I’d worked through lunch today at the corporate office.

      “Smells good,” I say, smacking Shane’s hand as he reaches to pinch a piece of the freshly baked loaves of bread that sit on cookie sheets on top of the stove. “Hands off. That’s for dinner. Go get a piece of fruit if you’re hungry.”

      He rolls his eyes at me as only a fifteen-year-old boy can. “Hey, can’t blame a guy for trying,” he counters, his prepubescent voice cracking as he skirts around me, brushing his shaggy blonde hair off his forehead.

      “You need a haircut, bud.” He shrugs at me, his lopsided grin stealing my heart as it does regularly. “Did you finish your paper yet so I can review it?”

      He turns around to face me, walking backwards. “Yes, Mom!” he replies, the term of endearment not lost on me. For that, in fact, is what the staff here is to these boys; we are the parents they no longer have. And in most instances, the chance of adoption above a certain age diminishes drastically. The state has turned over their guardianship to my company.

      I work mostly in the corporate office several miles away, but require that all of my trained staff work at least one twenty-four hour shift per week. This time allows them to connect with the boys, and to never forget whom exactly we are fighting on behalf of on a daily basis.

      These boys and my staff are my second family. They fuel me emotionally and challenge me mentally. At times they try my patience and push my limits, but I love them with all my heart. I’d do anything for them.

      Connor comes flying through the kitchen, running to the back door with something under his arm, while Aiden is chasing after him. “Hey, guys, calm down,” I reprimand as I hear Aiden shout that he’s going to get it back and make him pay.

      “Cool it, boys,” Jackson says in his deep baritone, rising from the couch to watch the interaction. Those two have a habit of antagonizing each other, sometimes to the point of becoming physical.

      I feel small hands wrap around my thigh, and I look down into the angelic eyes of Scooter. “Hey, bud.” I smile, taking slow and deliberate movements to reciprocate the hug. I can see him steel himself for my touch, but he does not flinch. It has taken me sixteen months to elicit this reaction from an eight-year-old whose only physical contact with his mother was through fists or objects. I squat down to his eye level and kiss him softly on the cheek. Trusting, chocolate-brown eyes look at me. “I agree with you. Spiderman is way cooler than Batman. He’s got that spidey-sense that Batman only wishes he had.” He smiles at me, nodding his head enthusiastically. “Why don’t you go pick up your mess? It’s almost time for dinner.”

      He nods, flashing me a shy smile, and I watch him walk back to the family room where his beloved comic books are sprawled haphazardly across the floor. I move my gaze from Scooter to the figure huddled on the other couch.

      Zander is static. He is in the same mute state he’s been in for the past three months he’s been in my care. He is curled into himself, an impassive expression on his face, as he watches the muted television with large, haunted eyes. He has his beloved stuffed dog, ratty and coming apart at the seams, a lifeline held tightly against his chest. His wavy brown hair curls softly at the nape of his neck. He desperately needs a haircut, but I can still hear his terrified shrieks from a month ago when he caught sight of the scissors as I approached him for a trim.

      “No change, Jax?” I murmur to Jackson who has walked up beside me, keeping my eyes on Zander.

      “Nope.” He sighs loudly, empathy rolling off him in waves. He continues in a muted tone, “His appointment with Dr. Delaney was the same. She said he just stared at her while she tried to get him to participate in the play therapy.”

      “Something is going to trigger him. Something will snap him out of his shock. Hopefully it will be sooner rather than later so we can limit damage to his subconscious...” I hold back my sorrow for the lost little boy “...and help the police figure out what happened.”

      Zander had come to us after the police found him covered in blood in his house. He had been trying to use a box of Band-Aids to stop the bleeding from the stab wounds that covered his mother. A neighbor walking her dog had overheard his mother’s strangled cries for help and called the police. She died before they arrived. It is assumed that Zander’s father committed the murder, but without Zander’s statement, the events that led up to the actual act are a mystery. With his father missing, he’s the only one who knows what happened that night.

      Zander has not uttered a word in the three months since his mother’s murder. It’s my job to make sure we provide for him in every way possible so he can dig his way out of the catatonic, repressed state he’s in. Then we can help him begin the lengthy process of healing.

      I turn from the heartbreak that is Zander and work with Jackson to get dinner finished. We work in sync, side by side, like an old married couple; we’ve had this shift together for the past two years and can now anticipate each other’s movements.

      We both work in silence, listening to the flurry of activity in The House.

      “So I heard the benefit was a success—with an unexpected entrant in the auction.” He wiggles his eyebrows at me, and I roll my eyes in response before turning back to the sink. “And one hot and heavy make-out session backstage.”

      I drop the knife I’m washing. It clatters loudly against the stainless steel basin. I’m grateful that my back is to Jackson so he can’t see the stunned look on my face. What the hell? Someone must have seen me with Donavan. I have to remind myself to breathe as I panic, trying to figure out how to respond. I don’t need my staff gossiping about my backstage encounter.

      “What—what do you mean?” I try to sound casual, but I hope I am the only one who can hear the distress in my voice. I turn the water off, waiting for the response.

      Jackson laughs his deep, hearty laugh. “I would have loved to see you in action, Ry.”

      Shit, shit, shit! My heart races. How am I going to explain this one? I feel warmth on my cheeks as my flush spreads. I open my mouth to answer him when he continues.

      “Parading around on stage at the event you so desperately fought against.” I can hear the amusement in his voice. “My God, you must have been pissed!”

      “You have no idea.” My response is almost a whisper. I have nothing left to wash, but I keep my back to him, afraid the questions will start if he sees my face.

      “And then Bailey told me she met this hot guy—her words, not mine—and lured him backstage in typical Bailey fashion and had a hot and heavy make-out session with him.”

      I release the breath I’m holding, grateful that it was our intern Bailey bragging about her exploits rather than gossiping about her boss’s. And then I realize that sexy siren Bailey, whom all the guys at work want to date, was most likely Donavan’s first conquest on Saturday night.

      If that were the case, why would he want to go from the leggy, auburn-haired bombshell to me? Talk about reinforcing my feeling of being second choice.

      I blow my hair up out of my face. “Well, you know Bailey,” I counter, trying to phrase my next words carefully. “She definitely likes to have her fun.”

      Jax laughs, patting my back as he walks by. “That was a nice way of putting it,” he says as he starts to make the boys’ school lunches for the next day. “She’s a great girl, works hard, the kids love her … just not a girl I’d want my son to date.”

      I murmur an agreement thinking about our beguilingly sweet intern, who is only five years my junior, and her free ways. A part of me has always been jealous of girls like her. Girls who throw caution to the wind and live their life without regrets, kiss random boys recklessly, take spur of the moment road trips, and are always the life of the party. I often worry that one day I’ll look back on my life and feel like I haven’t lived. That I haven’t taken enough chances, sown my wild oats, or ventured outside my comfort zone.

      My life is safe, predictable, controlled, and always in order. I like it that way most of the time. It’s not that I’m not jealous of her because she kissed Donavan first—well maybe a little—but rather that she lives without regrets.

      I shake myself out of my thoughts, ones that I have been having more frequently with the anniversary approaching. If anything, I should have learned that life is short and I need to really live it, not stay in my safe corner as it passes me by. I pull myself from my thoughts and refocus on the task at hand.

      “Boys,” I shout over the chaos, “it’s time to come finish your homework.” I hear groans coming from various rooms because I’ve said the dreaded “H” word. Six boys, varying from eight to fifteen years old, sullenly walk toward the table, grumbling as they go.

      I look over toward the couch where Zander remains curled into himself, rocking back and forth for comfort.

      I slowly walk toward him and kneel in front of him. “Zander, do you want to join us? I can read you a book if you’d like?” I speak softly to him, slowly reaching my hand out, holding it still for him to see my intention, and rest it on his hand that rests on his knee. He continues rocking, but his blue eyes flicker over to hold mine.

      I see so many things in the depths of his eyes that shake me to the core. I smile softly at him and squeeze his hand. “We’d love for you to join us.” He remains silent but his eyes are still fused on mine. A small sliver of hope springs within me since he normally looks at me and glances away after a few seconds. “Come on, Zander, take my hand, I won’t let go if you don’t want me to.”

      He continues to stare at me for some time as I remain stock still, a reassuring smile on my face. His tiny hand moves, and he closes his fingers around my palm. He stands slowly, and we move to join the rest of the boys at the table.
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      I’m dragging big time. I’ve hit the last hour of my shift at The House, and the long hours of the past couple of days have caught up with me. The boys were a handful today.

      Kellen, my co-counselor, is playing tag with the boys outside. I can hear their laughter and squeals through the open windows.

      I’m in the kitchen getting everything together for dinner for the next shift when the house phone rings.

      “Hello?”

      “Oh, good! You’re still there.” I hear relief tinged with excitement.

      “Just barely.” I laugh. “I have about fifteen minutes left. What can I do for you, Teddy?”

      “I know you’re probably exhausted, but is it possible for you to stop by the office on the way home?”

      It’s the last thing I want to do, as much as I love him. I just want to go home, crawl into bed, and sleep until tomorrow. “Um, okay. Sure. Is something wrong?”

      “Just the opposite! I think we found the solution to find the rest of the funding for the new facilities.” He says enthusiastically. “I’ll tell you about it when you get here. We’re just hammering out all of the details now.”

      “Wow! Are you serious?” My hopes start to rise. Even with the charity event and the numerous other donations we have already received, we are still shy of our goal by several million dollars. “I—I will be there as soon as I can, depending on traffic.”

      I hang up the phone, excitement bubbling inside me. All my hard work over the past two years to get the approvals, the board’s backing, the plans, the funding—it all might finally come to fruition.

      I finish preparing the dinner so all that the next shift has to do is put it in the oven. I grab my purse and overnight bag and start to gather my things. I glance at my cell phone and begrudgingly decide to check my email. Maybe I can tackle a few phone calls from them while I am in traffic.

      I scan my inbox and notice an email I’d received earlier in the day from Donavan. I contemplate just deleting it, but curiosity gets the best of me and I open it up.

      To: Rylee Thomas

      From: Ace

      Subject: Dexterous Fingers

      __________________________

      Rylee—

      You’ve left me no choice. Your lack of response has left me to take matters into my own hands.

      You remember how those felt, don’t you?

      —Ace

      Arrogant ass. I delete the email. What’s he going to do? I’m even more indifferent to him now that I know about his and Bailey’s tryst in the dressing room. Or at least I am trying to be. Come to think about it, they probably fit each other perfectly. Manwhore and maneater.

      I smile at the thought as I finish collecting my things and say goodbye to the troops.

      Traffic is unusually light as I drive toward the office. I take this as a sign that good things are going to happen. It’s a beautiful, sunny California day, unusually warm for the ending of January. What I would give to grab a towel, head to the beach and lie there, letting the sun’s warmth rejuvenate me.

      In no time at all, I pull into the parking lot of Corporate Cares. I walk quickly up to the building’s lobby, checking my reflection in the mirrored windows. I have on my favorite blue jeans that sit low on my waist and a snug, red V-neck T-shirt. Luckily I had an extra one in my bag because I don’t think Teddy would enjoy my original one that’s now splattered with Ricky’s vomit. I fuss with my hair a moment, pulling the clip from it and letting my curls fall down my back.

      After a short elevator ride, where I’m able to touch up my lip-gloss and pinch my cheeks for color, I arrive on the floor of the main office. I walk past my office, nod to several people, and exchange pleasantries on my way to Teddy’s receptionist. I note that the shutters on the conference room windows are closed and wonder what’s going on in there.

      “Hi, Sandy.”

      “Hey, Rylee. I’ll let him know you’re here. He’s expecting you.”

      I smile. “Thanks.” I walk toward the wall of windows that extends throughout the office and watch a line of cars on the freeway heading home. The ants go marching one by one.

      “That was quick!” I turn to face my boss, a broad grin on his face. “I can’t wait to bring you up to speed.”

      “I can’t wait to hear what’s going on,” I say as I follow him into his office.

      I sit down across from him in the black leather chair, happy to be off my feet.

      Teddy sits across from me, unable to contain his enthusiasm. “I got a call earlier today and have been in a meeting all afternoon hammering out a deal. Get this,” he says as he leans toward me, placing his hands on his desk, “CD Enterprises has come forward wanting to put up half of the remaining cash for the facilities as well as raise the remainder of the money by getting other companies to match or sponsor them.” His words come out in a rush of air, excitement in his eyes.

      I process his words, trying to formulate a coherent thought. I can’t believe this is really happening. “What? How? Wow!” I laugh, caught up in Teddy’s whirlwind.

      “I am still fine-tuning the finishing details of it. Colton’s in the conference room right now.” He motions with his hand toward the hallway. “I’ll bring you in there in a second to reintroduce you.”

      “We’ve met?”

      “Yes, I introduced you to him on Saturday at the benefit.”

      “You introduced me to a lot of people at the benefit,” I tell him, laughing. “So many I couldn’t keep their names and faces straight. Let’s hope I remember what conversation I had with him so I don’t look like an ass.”

      He laughs at me, the reassuring sound booming off the walls of his office. “I’m sure you’ll be fine! Anyway, this could be it, kid! All your hard work finally coming to fruition!”

      “This is so great, Teddy!” Relief overtakes me. We’d been told earlier in the week that without the complete funding, the project might be delayed for another eight months to a year.

      “Almost too good to be true, really.” He shakes his head. “I have to tell you though, Ry, I’m gonna have to depend on you to help me with this. They want a dedicated person from our office to work side-by-side with theirs, and they requested you.”

      I nod despite being confused by why or how the company knows me. It doesn’t matter. What matters is getting the funding. “Sure, I’ll do anything. You know that.” I put my hand up to my chest, covering my heart. “I can’t believe it! Whatever you need, I’ll do, to get this funding—to keep this ball rolling.”

      “That’s my girl! I knew I could count on you!” He rises from his desk. “C’mon, I can’t wait for you and Colton to reacquaint yourselves and go over the fine print on the agreement.”

      I follow him down the hallway, feeling a little insecure about my attire. I’m underdressed for a business meeting, but if Teddy doesn’t care, neither should I.

      “Here she is, Colton,” Teddy announces as he enters the conference room ahead of me.

      I turn the corner, walk through the doorway and come to a dead stop. Donavan is sitting in a chair at the other end of the conference table, a stack of papers in front of him. His arms are crossed casually over his chest, and his biceps pull noticeably at the sleeves of his polo shirt. His eyes meet mine and his mouth spreads into a slow, smug smile.

      What the hell? I stop in the doorway looking at Teddy and back to Donavan. “I—I don’t under—understand?” I stammer.

      The appalled look on Teddy’s face tells me that I’ve made a serious blunder in my reaction. “Rylee?” he questions as he looks at Donavan quickly, making sure I haven’t offended him, and then back at me, a warning on his face. “Rylee, what are you talking about? This is Colton Donavan, among other things, the CEO of CD Enterprises—I introduced you to him the other night?”

      All at once, my world turns and tilts on its axis. My head is reeling from the fact that the man across from me—the man who reduced me to a puddle of sensation the other night—is none other than Colton Donavan. The Colton Donavan—hot and upcoming racecar driver extraordinaire, son of a mega-Hollywood-movie director, and the serial philanderer who provides the tabloids constant fodder for their gossip columns.

      The Colton Donavan who left me with salacious dreams and a carnal, unrequited craving since last Saturday. Fuck me!

      I can’t believe that I didn’t put it together sooner. I knew he seemed familiar when I met him, but I realize I wasn’t thinking rationally either. I’m having a hard time wrapping my head around this. All of the air has been punched out of my lungs.

      My head swivels from Teddy to Dona-er-Colton and back to Teddy. From the way Teddy is staring at me, the look on my face must be quite unpleasant. I look down, take a deep breath, and try to compose myself and quiet the emotions rioting through my head. I can’t screw up this donation regardless of my feelings—there is too much at stake.

      “Um—I apologize,” I say softly, “I just—I thought your name was Donavan.” I walk further into the room, gaining confidence, telling myself I can do this. “I misunderstood when we met the other night …” The quick flash of Colton’s grin stops me cold.

      You can do this, I repeat to myself like a mantra. I refuse to let him know that he has this effect on me.

      I hold my head up and walk with purpose to where he sits, holding out my hand and plastering a smile to my face. “Nice to see you again, Mr. Donavan.”

      I can hear the deep breath Teddy has been holding—afraid my reaction has possibly hampered this deal—release. The tension in his face ebbs.

      “Colton, please,” Donavan says as he unfolds himself gracefully from his chair and rises, taking my hand in his, holding it a beat longer than necessary. “Nice to see you again too.” A spark flashes through his emerald eyes.

      “Please, let’s all sit,” Teddy says enthusiastically. “Colton, I’ll let you fill Rylee in on your company’s proposal.”

      “I’d be glad to, Teddy.” Colton says professionally, all business, as he shifts his chair to face me, placing a packet of paper in front of me. “CD Enterprises is invested in giving back to our community. On a yearly basis, my team and I choose an organization and devote time, connections, and funds to create awareness for their cause. After unexpectedly attending your function last weekend in my mother’s place when she fell ill, I found your organization to be inspiring.”

      I observe him while he continues on with facts and figures of past organizations that CD Enterprises has supported. I’m having a hard time understanding how this professional, put-together man is the same person who reduced me to tremors and whimpers.

      This is the type of man I usually fall for. Black and white, no grey area. Knowledgeable and passionate. This is what I find sexy. Not the arrogant, self-serving bastard from the other night who was reckless and uninhibited. Thank goodness I know the truth so I won’t fall for his act.

      At least this is what I’m telling myself when I hear my name pass from his lips.

      “What?” I ask as I shake myself from my thoughts.

      “Do you have any questions?” Colton asks, cocking his head to the side thoughtfully. I can tell he knows exactly what I’m thinking about—him.

      “First of all, let me say that I hope your mother is feeling better,” I say, letting my manners override my contempt for him. When he nods, I continue, “What exactly does CD Enterprises do, Mr. Donavan?” I ask.

      “My mother is doing better, thank you. As for CDE, the company’s primary function is ownership and management of a race team. My race team,” he says, exuding pride. “Among other things, our biggest venture is a cutting edge technology that will help increase the safety quotient for drivers. It is currently patent pending.”

      “Hmmmm,” I contemplate, trying to figure out how this can all tie in. “And how exactly are you going to tie a race car or team, per se, into raising funds for orphaned kids and Corporate Cares?” I am back in business mode, my intellect unaffected by his charm. For the most part. But I have a feeling there’s a catch here.

      Once bitten, twice shy.

      “Thank you for the segue,” he says. “On Monday, I brought your organization to my team’s attention. After some research, discussions, and brainstorming, we created the following proposal.” He flips open the packet in front of me and looks at me, pleasure softening his hard features as he announces, “CD Enterprises proposes that up front, we donate one and a half million dollars to Corporate Cares.”

      Holy shit! I try to stifle the words from tumbling out of my mouth. Pride is evident in his eyes as he watches me pensively, quietly gauging my reaction before continuing.

      “In addition to the immediate funds, we plan to devote a portion of my car’s graphics in the upcoming season to promote your cause or mission, if you will.” He sees the confusion on my face and puts his hand up so he can finish. “We plan on using this advertising spot to entice other companies and race teams to add to the sponsorship. My team will get them to commit to paying a set dollar amount per lap that my car completes or a blanket sponsorship.”

      I widen my eyes in disbelief; this could bring in a staggering amount of money for the company. I glance over to Teddy, who is so excited he is fidgeting, a huge grin on his face. I look back to Colton and my eyes meet his, emerald to amethyst, warring between gratitude and confusion. Why us? Why our company?

      He smiles softly at me as if he knows what I’m thinking and acknowledges my dilemma. Accepting the donation means I have to accept his date. He continues, “We’re still figuring out whether we offer the sponsorship per race or over the whole season. My team is working on that as we speak, seeing as we only have a little under three months until the first race to get as many corporate sponsors as possible.”

      “Isn’t that unbelievable?” Teddy bellows from beside me.

      I turn to him and smile sincerely before turning back to face Colton. “It’s very generous of you and your company; I’m just a little baffled about why. Why Corporate Cares?”

      The corners of his mouth turn up. “Let’s just say that you can be very persuasive, Ms. Thomas.” He holds my stare as I inhale a sharp breath. “I think I’ll enjoy working with someone as passionate and...” he looks away, finding the word before bringing his eyes back to mine “...responsive as I found you to be on Saturday night.” He keeps his face impassive, although his eyes are anything but, as his tongue darts out to lick his lower lip.

      Despite the blood draining from my head at his words, I can feel a flush spread over my cheeks and down my neck. The corners of his eyes crinkle. I squirm under his gaze, wishing to be anywhere but here.

      Like in his bed, under him, with his fingers dancing across my skin and his lips possessing mine. What the fuck? It’s bad enough he’s in my face, now he’s corrupting my thoughts. This is not good. Definitely not good.

      I suppress my anger at the nerve of Colton. I can’t believe he’s just said this. Is referring to my indiscretion in front of my boss really that necessary? How dare he come in my office and provoke me, remind me of something I’m not proud of. Something I’m not going to forget anytime soon.

      “Responsive,” Teddy says, rolling the word over his tongue in thought. “That is a great way to describe my Rylee here!” He pats me on the back and pride fills his voice. He is completely oblivious. “Always going above and beyond.”

      Colton shifts his eyes to Teddy, who is unaware of our sexual tension. “It is, indeed. And a very hard quality to find in someone.” He nods, agreeing with Teddy. “I watched her in action on Saturday night and was quite impressed.”

      I’ve had enough of this, yet I don’t want to give him the satisfaction of knowing he’s agitated me. I don’t want to work with this man, but let’s face it, Corporate Cares has no other option to make all my blood, sweat, and tears over the past two years come to fruition. He’s stepping up to the plate, even if his motives aren’t completely wholesome.

      I have to think of this collaboration as a means to an end. My boys and the many others who can benefit from this new facility.

      “So Mr. Donavan—”

      “Colton, please,” he reiterates.

      “Colton, I understand the premise,” I state primly, wanting to get this conversation back on track. “What exactly is my involvement in this collaboration?”

      “Well, Ms. Thomas, I won’t need much from you from a business standpoint. I have a team that is very experienced in this type of thing. Obviously though, I’ll need you to be the point of contact for their questions and other miscellaneous things.”

      These “other miscellaneous things” have me worried. “So why—”

      Colton holds up a hand again, and I am getting rather annoyed by this habit. “As I discussed with Teddy, the contract between our companies for the donation is contingent on several factors.” He pauses, organizing the papers on the table before him. He looks up, his attention focused solely on me. “For the next several months and into the season, I will need a representative of Corporate Cares with me for numerous occasions.”

      He stops as I purse my lips, my eyes growing large as I hope my assumptions are incorrect. “Me?” I question, already knowing the answer.

      “Yes. You.” He mouths. I watch his eyes narrow as I lick my lips. All of a sudden, I feel hot. His lips part just a bit as he watches me, and I have to shake the inappropriate thoughts of them out of my head as he continues. “In conjunction with the announcement of our joining forces, there will be several events—some locally, some out of town—black tie affairs, press junkets, et cetera,” he says, casually waving his fingers, “that I will need you to escort me to.”

      “What?” I stand up, pushing my chair back with force and look between Colton and Teddy in bewilderment. How dare he? I turn down a date, turn down going beyond second base backstage, and he schemes up a way to tie me to him with a contract? What an immature prick! His ego must really be bruised from my rejection.

      I’m dumbfounded. No way. This is not happening. Words I’d love to say to him, to call him, run through my head as I seethe with anger.

      “Is there something the matter, Rylee?” Teddy asks, breaking through my haze of frustration. “I think it’s a brilliant idea.” I turn my head to him, opening my mouth to respond but nothing comes out. “If Colton’s willing to use his name, his connections, and popularity by standing beside you at a press filled event to get the word out about Corporate Cares, then—”

      “Why not take advantage of it?” Colton finishes for him, a smug smile spreading across his face.

      I’m starting to feel dizzy, my head spinning from the turn of events. I place my hand on the table to brace myself as I slowly sink into the chair, my eyes focusing on an imaginary spot on the papers in front of me.

      “Ry? You okay?” Teddy asks, concerned.

      “Huh?” I raise my head up to meet his empathetic eyes.

      “You look a little flushed. Are you feeling okay?”

      “Yeah. Yes,” I answer, taking a deep breath. “I’m just—it was a long shift. That’s all,” I say, gathering myself. It’s a means to an end. “Sorry,” I apologize. “I’m just overwhelmed that the new project is going to be a reality.” Colton sits silently, analyzing me. I shift uncomfortably under his scrutiny.

      “Look, Rylee,” Teddy says, “I know you have a lot on your plate right now and this is just adding to it, but it’s so close now we can taste it. There is no one I’d rather have be the face of this organization. You’re the one, kiddo.”

      His high praise warms me despite the panic I feel from being trapped. From being forced into a situation that I know will be beneficial for Corporate Cares but no doubt devastating for me.

      Teddy glances at his watch and reaches over to pat my hand. “I have a conference call in five minutes.” He rises from his seat as does Colton. “I trust that I can leave you two in here to fine-tune the remaining details.”

      He reaches his hand out to Colton, sealing the agreement with a handshake. “Thank you, for your unexpected generosity. You have no idea how many lives you are helping to change with this gift.”

      An unexplained darkness flickers across Colton’s face. “I understand more than most people might think,” he says before releasing Teddy’s hand. “Thank you for your warm reception to the idea. My lawyer will be contacting you in the morning to draw up the paperwork.”

      With that, Teddy nods and exits the conference room. I stand watching the empty doorway, my back toward Colton as I contemplate my next move.

      I’m overwhelmed by his generosity. At his attempt to make my dreams come true, so why can I not feel gratitude toward him? Why do I just want to turn around and throttle him? I hate being forced into anything. It’s not that I have to be in control—well, maybe just a little bit. But at least I want to make my own decisions, not be treated like some compliant woman who submits without question.

      Why does he irritate me so much? Is it because every time I look at his lips or watch his fingers rub over his jaw, my body tightens in anticipation of how they felt on me? Or is it because I can hear his rasp of a voice in my dreams telling me how much he wants me? Shit! My life was perfectly fine until last weekend. And then I meet him and now I’m a flustered mess.

      I shouldn’t care that he was making out and doing God knows what with Bailey, but I do. I’m embarrassed that he probably thinks I let any guy I meet put his hands on me. I’m irritated that I know the only reason for his pursuit is because I’m not falling for his smooth lines and eloquent bullshit. I’m confused why a man who is like a Pied Piper to women much prettier, sexier—everything—than me is even glancing twice in my direction.

      My life is not some Hollywood romance movie where boring girl meets famous boy and they fall madly in love. I’m not naïve enough to believe that this is going to happen to me.

      And then, my feelings for Max further confuse things. I feel guilty that, despite loving him, I never felt as alive with him as I did with Colton.

      I sigh loudly, my body aware of his proximity.

      He chuckles, fueling my irritation, as I turn to face him. He is leaning back in his chair, an ankle resting on the opposing knee, his arms casually resting on the armrests. We stare at each other, observing and scrutinizing each other for the first time without observers. His eyes lazily wander over my body, pausing at my cleavage. I watch his smile widen in what I can assume is an appreciation of the feminine form in general, not just mine, before they travel further down.

      His beauty really is magnificent. Thick, dark lashes starkly contrast his green eyes. His strong nose has a slight curve, as if it had been broken. This imperfection in an otherwise perfect face adds to his overwhelming sex appeal. I take in his full lips, the top one slightly thinner than the lower, the darkened stubble that shadows his face, and the pulse that beats steadily under the curve of his jaw. I have the sudden urge to kiss him and nuzzle into him, to feel the pulse of this vibrant man beneath my lips. To be enveloped in his clean, earthy scent.

      I shake my head, trying to break the trance. He quirks his eyebrows and waits for me to make the first move. We stare for several moments as we measure each other. I finally break the silence. “Is this what you call taking matters in to your own hands?”

      “What’s wrong? Can’t handle the temptation, Ryles?” He flashes a wicked, arrogant grin at me, and as much as I want to roll my eyes, he’s all I can think about.

      “Hardly,” I snort.

      He shrugs indifferently. “A man’s gotta do what a man’s gotta do, Ry,” he says. “You left me no choice.”

      “No choice? Really?” I scoff, throwing my hands up in disgust. “What are you, fifteen years old throwing a tantrum because you didn’t get your way?”

      “You owe me a date.”

      “All this for a frickin’ date, Ace? Or is it because I denied your sexual ministrations after I came to my senses?” Ugh, he is so frustrating!

      “Oh, you would’ve come all right,” he rebuts sardonically, raising an eyebrow, “and from what I recall, your senses? Those were strewn all over the backstage floor.”

      Smartass! How can he get me so fuming mad when it takes so much more to get me to this point with other people?

      “So because I said no, you offer up tons of money and bind me to a contract? Forcing me to have to spend time with you? Money in exchange for a date? I’m not a whore, Colton,” I rant, waltzing to the window trying to abate my anger. “Especially not yours!”

      I can hear him shuffling behind me as he rises and walks toward the window. He looks at me through his reflection in the glass and holds my stare. My body vibrates.

      “Let’s get something straight,” he growls. “First of all, I have my own reasons for donating the money that have absolutely nothing to do with you. Nothing! Second, I don’t ever pay for dates, Rylee. Ever. I have more class than that.” I can feel his fury roll off him in waves.

      “You paid for a date with me,” I retort.

      “Charity. Auction. Does. Not. Equal. Escort. Service.” He snarls, taking a step closer, but never breaking our stare. “Lastly,” he seethes, grabbing hold of my arm to emphasize his point, “I don’t ever want to hear you refer to yourself as a whore again.”

      We stand in silence as his words settle around us. Why the hell does he care what I call myself? He has no claim over me. I know better than to provoke when someone is angry, but I can’t help myself. For some reason I want to push his buttons. If I’m going to be forced to do something, then I might as well say my peace.

      “Then why the contract? The events that I’m required to be your escort for.” I yank my arm out of his grip. “Sounds like your ego is bruised because I won’t succumb to your dazzling charm, so you need to tie me to you to prove to yourself that you still have that magic Colton touch.”

      “I didn’t say anything about bondage,” he cuts me off, smirking. “But if that’s your thing, Rylee, I’d be more than happy to oblige. I can teach you the ropes.”

      I shake my head in disbelief as the meaning of his words sink in. Blood rushes to my cheeks before I can meet his eyes in the glass again. “I’m ignoring your last comment,” I say dryly, trying to recall what my point was since he has scattered my thoughts. Um—where was I? Oh! “Your ego’s bruised because I won’t fall helplessly at your feet and become your compliant sexual plaything, so you come to my job—take the one thing that I really want, the one thing that I’ve been working toward for over two years—and you serve it up to me on a platter.”

      “And the problem with that is …?”

      “The problem is that you offer it to me with terms that are self-satisfying to you …” I falter because I realize I’m rambling now. And at some point I’m afraid that if I keep talking, private thoughts may tumble out—thoughts about him. And if I slip, then … he’ll know I think about him more than I should.

      Colton sidles up next to me, leaning his shoulder on the glass, staring at my profile. Our silence extends for several moments, my anxiety ratcheting from his quiet scrutiny.

      When he speaks, his voice is demandingly soft, “Why won’t you go out on the date with me?”

      Whoa, change of subject! A sliver of a laugh escapes my mouth from nerves. I keep my face averted, watching the world outside. “For what reason? You and I come from different worlds, Colton, that have different rules. You want a date so you can add another to the many notches in your bedpost. You said you wanted to fuck me to get me out of your system and move on,” I say, repeating his threat. In my periphery, I see him blanch at my words. “You may be used to women declaring their love for you and dropping their panties at clever lines such as that but not this one.”

      Colton starts to speak. I know he’s going to drop a witty one-liner about how I’ll have no problem dropping mine for him. Using his own tactic, I stop him before he can interrupt by holding up my hand. “Our encounter was a momentary indiscretion on my part. One that will never happen again.” I turn my face to look Colton in the eyes. “I’m not that kind of girl, Ace.”

      He regards me, the muscle in his jaw pulsing. He leans in, the coarseness of his voice making his words resonate with truth. “You know that deep down, a tiny part of that proper, respectable woman that you are wants to visit that reckless, sexy, uninhibited place inside you that’s begging to get out. A place I can undoubtedly help you find.”

      My eyes blaze while I try to reject the truth behind his words. He watches my internal struggle until I turn from him and walk back toward the conference table. I don’t want him to see the despair on my eyes. “You play dirty, Colton.”

      “And your point?” he retorts, turning and leaning his backside against the glass, a lopsided smile flashing. “Sometimes you have to play dirty to get what you want.”

      “And what exactly is it that you want?” I ask, crossing my arms across my chest as an invisible means of protection against him. As if anything really could protect me.

      Colton pushes off the wall and stalks toward me, like a lion about to pounce on his prey. He stops in front of me, closer than necessary, and reaches out, using a finger to lift my chin up so that my eyes meet his. “You,” he states simply.

      I feel as if all of the air has been vacuumed out of the room; I can’t breathe. Incredulity and willingness flood me momentarily as I accept his answer. The warmth is fleeting as I realize that this is how he does it. This is how he gets so many notches on his bedpost. He makes you feel like you’re the only one on his radar. He’s good. He’s really good. But I’m not going to fall for it.

      I walk away from him, creating some distance so I can think clearly. “So why a contract? What are you trying to achieve?” I toss over my shoulder as I circle the conference room table. When I’m across it, I turn to face him. “Are you going to threaten my job if I don’t fuck you?”

      “No...” a wry smile turns up the corners of his mouth “...but there’s always that option.”

      “Well, why don’t we just save us both the time and effort and get it over with?” I rebuff, exhausted by this game we’re playing. “Then we can move on to what really matters. Hell, we can even use the conference table if you’re that desperate.”

      “We could,” he says, laughing, a sincere smile on his face. He presses both hands on the table, testing its stability. “It’s sturdy enough.” He shrugs. “Although it’s not exactly what I had in mind.” His eyes express the lascivious thoughts he’s left unspoken. “And believe me, sweetheart, I’m far from desperate.”

      His look sends shivers down my spine. I try to change tactics. Obviously the avenue I’ve taken is not working to deter him. “We both know you don’t need an escort to these functions. Why not have one of your girlfriends escort you?” I continue moving, knowing that if I stand still, I risk the chance of coming into contact with him. And the pull he has over my body is too strong to resist his touch. And if he touches me, then I think my resolve will crumble. “I’m sure that you have a bevy of beauties waiting for you to snap your fingers.”

      “I don’t do the girlfriend thing,” he deadpans, stopping me in my tracks.

      “Oh, I see. The casual fucking thing is more your style then?” I see anger flash in his eyes before he reins it in, covering it with a diminutive smirk. “I guess I was right to not expect too much from you.”

      “Why tie myself to just one woman when there are so many out there vying for my attention?” he goads, trying to push more of my buttons.

      “Do you actually believe your own bullshit lines?” My God, the man is relentless and exasperating at the same time. He just flashes me a smarmy smile and folds his arms across his chest. I try to not focus on the play of muscles beneath his shirt. Try not to imagine what he looks like with his shirt off. “You sure are full of yourself, aren’t you, Ace?”

      He cocks his head and looks at me. “I can arrange for you to be full of me instead, if you’d like?”

      Again, I stop at his words. Regardless of how forward and crass his comment is, all of the muscles south of my waist clench with desire. I can feel the flush of heat creep up my cheeks, staring at a non-existent spot on the wall for a moment, hoping he doesn’t notice. He chuckles softly at my reaction, and my eyes flash up to meet his, my expression belying how dumbstruck I am from his words. It’s only when I stare at him incredulously for a few moments, my mouth opening and closing trying to form words to berate him for his arrogance, that I see the crack in his game. A smile graces his lips, causing the lines around his eyes to crinkle.

      “C’mon,” he teases, taking a step closer to me. “You walked right into that one. I couldn’t resist.”

      I know the feeling. I stare at him, shaking my head. “Okay,” I concede. “I’m going to pretend that you didn’t just say that. But seriously, why don’t you do the girlfriend thing?”

      He shrugs casually. “Not my thing. I don’t like strings attaching me to anything. Relationships equal drama.”

      A guy with commitment issues, like that’s something new.

      “So I was right?” I mutter more to myself than to him, astounded by his brutal honesty.

      “About what?” he asks, angling his head to the side as he approaches me slowly. My heart beats faster. The tone of his voice and his aura have changed. I can sense raw desire as he nears. The danger. My body clenches in anticipation, while my brain tells me to retreat quickly.

      “What I told you on Saturday—you do like to just fuck ’em and chuck ’em.” My voice is quiet. The temerity behind my words fades with every step he takes in my direction.

      “I told you once I don’t take kindly to insults. You just did it again. For that alone you deserve to be taken over my knee.” My thighs clench in expectant desire. I’m not into that type of thing. And yet that type of thing with Colton, his hands on me, possessing me, pushing me to ride that fine line bordering between pleasure and pain arouses me beyond coherence.

      I part my lips as he comes within inches of mine. My body is attuned to him. His scent. The intake of his breath. My back arches as he lifts a hand to my cheek. “It sucks, doesn’t it?” he asks as he trails a finger along my jaw line, stopping, then brushing against my bottom lip.

      “What does?” I sigh softly as his finger leaves my skin.

      “When you have to stick to your guns out of principal rather than giving into the temptation right in front of you,” he whispers, turning the tables on me. “There is no shame, Rylee, in letting your body have what it craves.”

      We stand, inches from each other, letting the weight of his words settle in my psyche. I know he is right. My body’s deepening ache tells me so. That I want exactly what he is offering.

      “It’s hard to deny it, sweetheart, when it’s written all over your body.”

      I jerk back from him as if I’ve been bitten. His words fuel my ire and irritate me. “No! I—”

      “Shhh,” he murmurs, stepping back toward me, pressing a finger to my lips, his eyes ablaze with salacious intensity. “Just know, Rylee, the best sex you will ever have … will be with me,” he says in a low, hypnotizing voice that seems to knock all of the air from my lungs and reason from my usually sensible head.

      I jump back, needing space from his carnal words and unending arrogance. He’s so forward, so cocksure it’s almost unattractive. Almost. The man can definitely talk a good game. Too bad I’ll never know if it’s true or not, if for no other reason than to teach his oversized ego a lesson.

      “I’ll comply with the damn agreement, Colton,” I huff. “For my boys. For the many kids to come.” I stalk toward the table to collect my things. “Not for you. Or your stupid machinations behind it.” I forcefully square up the papers on the table, paper hitting wood is the only sound in the room. I look up, my steely eyes pinning his. “I will not sleep with you, Ace.”

      “Yes, you will.” He smiles smugly.

      Despite the vicious bang his words spark between my legs, I manage a single chuckle. “Don’t even think for a single minute—”

      “Colton!” A sexy voice purrs at the door to the conference room, interrupting me.

      I snap my head up to see the svelte Bailey smiling seductively, all wide eyes and batting eyelashes. My insecurities rise to the surface as I swallow loudly, looking to see Colton’s reaction. My eyes meet his because, despite the interruption, his eyes have never left mine. I am unsure what to make of this. He purses his lips, the unresolved issues left hanging between us.

      All of the sudden, I’m not feeling well and want desperately to escape from this room. From this man. From witnessing the familiarity between Bailey and Colton. From being jealous despite expressing that I don’t want him.

      Oblivious to the tension, Bailey sashays into the room, heading toward Colton, finger twirling her perfectly straight, perfectly bottle-dyed auburn hair.

      Regret flashes across Colton’s eyes as he glances toward her and smiles a warm hello, ever the consummate gentleman. I turn abruptly to leave, knocking into my chair so it scrapes loudly against the hardwood floor.

      “I didn’t realize you’d snapped your fingers,” I mutter as I try again to get around my chair.

      From behind me, Colton releases a hearty, sincere laugh at my comment that, despite my frustration, makes me smile. As I exit the room, I hear him call my name. I keep walking, wanting to distance myself from him.

      “This is by no means over, Rylee,” he yells out.

      I continue without responding, right past my office and straight to the elevator doors. I ignore Stella’s call, the blinking voicemail light on my phone, and luck out when the elevator door opens as I approach. I need fresh air to clear my head.

      I am a confident woman and not afraid to speak up, so why do I feel like one of those blubbering girls I can’t stand? Why is it that Colton reduces me to a mass of hormones—angry one minute and wanting his lips on mine the next?

      I sag against the wall of the elevator in frustration. He gets me so worked up. So angry. I can’t figure out what I want to do more, punch him or fuck him.
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      The California sun relaxes me as I drink in its warmth in my backyard. I recline in the chaise, tilting my head to catch the last rays before they sink and fade to dusk. The leaves of several palm trees that line our backyard fence rustle from the light breeze, calming me.

      The day’s events have taken their toll on me. And with Josie down with the flu, I’ll be back at the house in less than twenty-four hours to cover her shift. Despite it being early evening, I really should be getting ready for bed and sleeping off some of my exhaustion. But I’ve let Haddie talk me into a glass of wine and some pizza that she’s making in the house.

      I close my eyes, leaning my head back, sighing as I allow myself to believe that the new facilities will become a reality. That our new approach for treating orphaned children can expand and hopefully become the pioneering protocol for change in our foster system. We can strengthen our case that creating small groups of kids under one roof—where they consistently have guardians, rules, school, counseling—will lead to well-adjusted adults. They will have a place where they belong.

      A shiver of pride runs through me as I think of all of the possibilities and all of the hope that we can create with the completion of this project.

      And then I suddenly feel sick from thinking about him. I still can’t figure out what to make of his comment that he doesn’t do the “girlfriend thing.” Why do I still keep thinking about him if there’s nothing there? Because there is. I can’t deny that he’s more than easy on the eyes. And I definitely can’t act as if the sparks that shoot up my arm when he touches me are imaginary. But I don’t want to get involved with him and his womanizing ways, especially now that I have to because of work.

      I sigh heavily when I hear the sliding door open and Haddie walks out with a bottle of wine, two glasses, and a pizza box stacked with plates and napkins on top. I suddenly realize how hungry I am. She walks toward me, the sun framing her tall figure, setting her blonde hair alight like a halo around her head. Long, lean legs stretch from short khaki shorts, and her oversized bosom is covered in an orange camisole. As usual, she is accessorized perfectly and styled flawlessly. And despite her tireless perfection that makes me feel inadequate in so many ways, I love her like the sister I never had.

      “I’m starving,” I announce, sitting up from the chair to help Haddie place everything on the table.

      “And I’m starving for information on what’s going on with you. On why you’re out here so deep in thought,” she prods as she pours red wine into the glasses, and I serve the pizza.

      “Just like in our dorm room,” I say nodding at our meal, laughing at the memory .

      She was my freshman year roommate. I could have never of guessed that first week of college orientation that the Barbie doll I roomed with would turn out to be my best friend. She waltzed into our dorm room looking like a model out of a Ralph Lauren ad campaign, so confident and sure of herself, her picture-perfect family following behind her. She slowly took in our meager surroundings, the painted brick walls and small closet space. My gawky self watched her, cringing at the thought of having to be reminded every morning of how inferior I was to this beautiful creature.

      I sat picking at the hem of my dress as her parents left for good. She shut the door, turned to me, a huge grin on her heart-shaped lips, and said, “Thank God they’re finally gone!” I watched her out of the corner of my eye as she sagged against the door in relief. She angled her head, studying me, sizing me up. “I think it’s time to celebrate!” she said, hurrying over to her suitcase.

      Within moments, she produced a bottle of tequila hidden deep in her belongings. She then flopped on my bed next to me. She unscrewed the cap and held the bottle up in the air between us. “To Freshman year!” she toasted, “To friendship, freedom, cute boys, and having each other’s backs.” She winced as she took a swig of the strong alcohol and then handed the bottle over to me. I looked nervously back and forth between her and the bottle, and then wanting desperately to be liked by her, took a swallow, the burn bringing tears to my eyes.

      “My God, we were so naïve then. And young!” she reminisces. “We’ve been through so much since freshman orientation!”

      “All we need is that cheap tequila to bring us back.” I laugh and then fall silent as the impending night starts to eat the sun’s rays. “Eight years is a long time, Had,” I say, taking a long drink of the tart wine, letting it soothe the anxiety gnawing at the edges of my mind.

      “Long enough,” she says, taking a seat, looking at me, “that I know something is bugging you. What’s going on, Ry?”

      I smile, so grateful to have a friend like her and feeling cursed at the same time because I can’t hide anything from her. I feel tears burn my eyes, the sudden onset of emotions surprising me.

      Haddie leans forward, her perfectly tanned legs bending beneath her as she reaches out and places a hand on my leg. “What is it, Rylee? What has you so twisted up?”

      I take a moment to find my voice, wanting to tell her everything, to get her opinion on whether I’m being obtuse about Colton. Maybe I know what she is going to tell me if I confess, and that’s why I find myself holding back. Not wanting to hear that it’s okay to let go and feel again. That being with someone else does nothing to tarnish Max, his memory, or what we had together.

      “There are too many things. I don’t even know where to start,” I confess, trying to sift through my mental baggage. “I’m exhausted from work—worried about Zander’s lack of progress, wrapping up all of the details from the benefit last Saturday night,” I say, running my hands through my hair, “and the fact that I’m back to the house tomorrow to cover Josie’s shift because she’s sick …”

      “Can’t someone else cover it?” she asks, taking a bite of pizza. “You’ve worked way too many hours this week. I’ve barely seen you.”

      “No one can. Not this week. Everyone’s hours are maxed out because of all the extra time I had them put in for the benefit … and since I’m on salary … it’s left to me,” I explain.

      “I understand why you do it, Ry—why you love it—but don’t let it kill you, sweetie.”

      “I know. I know. You sound like my mother!” I take a bite of my pizza and chew it slowly. “The good news though, is that I think we secured the rest of the funding for the facility.”

      “What?” she sputters, sitting up quickly. “Why didn’t you tell me? This calls for a celebration,” she says, clinking her glass with mine. “What happened? How? Details!”

      “We’re still ironing out the final details before making anything public,” I say, trying to hide my contempt for how we secured the funding, “and then we’ll make an announcement.” I hope that my answer will be enough to keep her questions at bay.

      “Okay,” she says slowly, eyeing me, wondering why I’m not being more forthcoming. “So then what’s up with your auction date thing that Dane was telling me about?”

      I look down, twisting the ring that sits on my right ring finger. I worry it around and around out of habit. “Not sure yet,” I say, looking up, noticing her watching me twist my ring.

      She looks up, tears in her eyes. “It’s because the anniversary is coming up soon isn’t it? That’s why you seem so overwhelmed?” She scoots out of her chair and sits next to me, wrapping her arms around me.

      For a brief moment, I allow myself to give in to the memories and to the thoughts that surround the approaching date. I haven’t really put the two together, my sudden sentimentality and my scattered emotional state over the possibility of acting on the nonexistent connection with Colton. I guess I’m subconsciously ignoring the traumatic date, wanting to close my eyes to the grief that will forever exist in the depths of my soul.

      I wipe a tear from my cheek and withdraw from the warmth of Haddie’s embrace. “Yeah.” I shrug. “Just too much all at once.” This is the truth, but I feel guilty about not telling Haddie the whole of it.

      “Well, sister,” she says, handing back my glass of wine, “let’s drink a bunch more wine, wallow in pity, and laugh at our stupid selves.” Her sincere smile lifts my mood.

      I clink my glass to hers, thankful for her friendship. “Cheers, my dear!”
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      I glance at the clock as I finish helping Ricky with his spelling words and shoo him off to play with the others. I have thirty more minutes on shift and then I’m off for a whole glorious two days. I actually have the elusive, rare weekend off, and despite letting Haddie talk me into being her date for a launch party for the newest rum product her company is promoting, I’m excited to have time to myself.

      It’s been quite a day to say the least.

      Earlier, the school called for me to pick up Aiden because he’d been in yet another fight. I received a lecture from the principal that if this keeps up, other measures might need to be taken for his education. I questioned him about whether the other boys, the ones who keep bullying Aiden, were receiving the same threat. He responded with a non-committal grunt.

      I was happy to be able to work one-on-one with Zander while the rest of the boys were in school. Our counseling staff thought it was best to home school him until he started communicating verbally. Trying to teach someone who, for the most part, is unresponsive is a frustrating endeavor to say the least. All I want is for some kind of break through. Something tells me he knows how much I care for him. That I wish he still had his mother to soothe him. To hug him. To tell him she loves him.

      The boys are keeping themselves busy while I’m at the table reviewing Shane’s paper for school. Jackson’s shift ended an hour ago and his replacement, Mike, is at a counseling appointment with Connor.

      I’m thoroughly impressed with how well Shane is improving in school, a result of our many one-on-one sessions with him. I glance over to the family room area where Kyle and Ricky have brought their box of baseball cards. They sit down on the floor next to the coffee table and turn their attention to the basketball game on the television. Zander is in his usual place, stuffed animal held to his chest and his eyes staring into space. Scooter is lying on the carpet, coloring in one of his Spiderman coloring books. I listen for the telltale sign of music in the back bedrooms to indicate that Shane is in his room. I finish making comments on Shane’s paper and shift my attention toward reviewing the meal and afterschool activity schedules for the next week.

      I hear a knock at the front door and before I can even put my pen down, I hear Shane yell, “I got it!” from his bedroom. I smirk because I know he’s hoping it’s his “girl that is a friend.” She came over last week, and Shane is still on cloud nine.

      “Look before you open,” I tell him as I rise from the table and walk toward the hall. As I reach the corner that leads to the foyer, Shane breezes past me, disappointment on his face. “It’s for you,” he says, plopping on the couch.

      I turn the corner, figuring that there’s a delivery. The House is always receiving legal documents via courier, regarding our kids’ situations. I reach the doorway and when I step out, I come face to face with Colton. Despite his sunglasses, I know he’s looking me up and down. A lazy, lopsided grin on his face that causes his dimple to deepen, spreads across his face.

      Damn my breath for catching at the sight of him. As much as I don’t want him here, don’t want the complication of what he has to offer in my life—a quick fuck that’s easily discarded—I am giddy at the sight of him. And this turn of events is not looking good for me.

      I stop in the doorway, a smile spreading on my face despite knowing that he’s bad news for me. We stand, looking at each other, taking each other in for several moments. He’s in a well-worn pair of jeans, and a black T-shirt clings to his muscular torso. The simplicity of his clothing only adds to his devastating looks. His dark hair is windblown, wild, and sexy as hell.

      Everything about him screams here comes trouble. And I’m standing right in his path like a deer in the headlights, unable to move. Willpower is only going to last me so long. I’m seriously screwed.

      “Hello, Rylee.” The simple rasp of his voice saying my name has me flashing back to his mouth on mine. His hands on me. His vibrations propelling shockwaves through my body.

      I cock my head to the side regarding him. “Hi, Ace,” I say guardedly. “Since when did you add stalker to your repertoire of talents?”

      I slip my hands into the rear pockets of my jeans as I lean against the doorjamb. He removes his sunglasses, his emerald eyes blazing into mine, and then folds them to hang in the neck of his shirt. Their weight pulls the neckline down so several dark hairs curl out. I drag my eyes from the sight back up to his eyes.

      He flashes me a lightning fast grin. “I’d be more than happy to show you my talents, sweetheart.”

      I roll my eyes. “Womanizing is not a talent.”

      “True.” He draws the word out and slowly nods his head, “but you’ve yet to see the true depths of my many others.” He arches an eyebrow, a roguish smile turning up the corners of his mouth. “And since you keep running, I can’t show you and we can’t solve our little problem about that date you owe me.” He takes a step closer, a playful look in his eyes. I retreat a step back into the foyer, leery of this dance we are engaging in. “Aren’t you going to invite me in, Ryles?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea, Donavan. I’ve been warned about guys like you.”

      He smirks. “You have no idea,” he murmurs, eyes locked on mine. His patronizing smile irks me. He takes another step closer, causing my pulse to quicken.

      “What do you want? Why are you here?” I huff.

      “Because I want my date with you,” he says, slowly enunciating every word. “And I always get what I want.” He places both hands on the doorjamb, leaning into it, his silhouette blocking the afternoon sun, his dark features haloed by the bright light.

      I shake my head at his nerve and boundless conceit. “Not this time,” I disagree. I push the front door to shut and turn back on my heel down the hallway.

      In less than a heartbeat, Colton grabs my upper arm, whirls me around, and has me pressed up against the doorjamb. “Keep fightin’ me, sweetheart. The feistier you are, the harder you make me.” There is a dangerous amusement in his tone that scrapes over me and prickles my senses.

      Shit! How can he make those words sound like a seductive promise?

      He presses his hips against mine, holding me against the hard, unforgiving wood. We’re both breathing heavily, and I’m unsure if it is from the physical exertion or from our proximity to each other.

      Colton releases my upper arm and brings both of his hands to cradle my face, his thumbs brushing at my jaw line. His translucent eyes burn into mine, and I can sense an internal struggle in him, his jaw tensing in deliberation.

      “As much as I’d like to warn you away from me, Rylee—for your own sake,” he murmurs, inches from my mouth, “all I crave is the taste of you.” His finger trails a line down the side of my neck, lighting my skin on fire. “It’s been too long since I’ve savored you. You. Are. Intoxicating.” His words are a staccato that match the quickening of my heart.

      Oh fucking my! If that comment didn’t make desire flood every inch of my skin, nothing will. The man can seduce me with words alone. He’s pulling at me, testing my willpower, and making me want way more than I should. We breathe each other in for a moment as I try to form words in my head. Gain some semblance of coherence. His mere presence makes my synapses misfire.

      “Why are you warning me,” I breathe, completely immobilized by the intensity of his stare, “when you’re going to take what you want anyway?”

      He quickly flashes a grin before his lips are on mine, his hands on me, proving my point and then some. This kiss is not gentle by any means. I can sense his hunger, his fiery need as our teeth clash. His lips and tongue move at a frenzied pace against mine while his hand grabs hold of my ponytail and tugs down, holding me in place.

      I relish this kiss as much as he does, for all of my pent-up frustration over him explodes within me. I am caught up in the hurricane that is Colton. I take as he is taking. I curl my arms around his torso, running my hands up his back, enjoying the firm delineation of his muscles as he moves with me. I nip at his bottom lip, aroused by the low moan that comes from the back of his throat. We press into each other, unable to get enough of each other’s touch—the only thought running through my head is that I want more.

      I’m suddenly shocked back to reality like an angel losing her wings when I hear the boys cheering loudly in the family room at something to do with the basketball game. I push Colton back with two hands against his chest.

      I try to catch my breath and my bearings by placing my hand against the wall and trying to steady myself. What the hell am I thinking? I’m making out in the doorway at work. For the second time. What the hell is this guy doing to me? When I’m around him it’s as if I’ve lost all sense of reality. I can’t do this. I just can’t. I’m shaken. Really shaken. No one has ever elicited such a blatant carnal reaction from me, and it scares me.

      Colton stands across from me, calm as can be, keenly watching. Why do I feel as if I have just run a marathon and he looks like an uninterested bystander?

      I finally find my voice. “You’re right,” I say ruefully. “I most definitely should stay away from you.” I look back toward the hallway as I catch a slight grimace on his face. “I need to check on the boys. You can see yourself out,” I tell him as I turn abruptly and walk back toward my responsibilities. My reality.

      I enter the great room trying to plaster a natural smile on my face, but failing miserably. All the boys are where I left them and for that I am thankful—glad that no one ventured into the hallway to see their guardian acting like a teenager filled with raging hormones.

      Something in my periphery catches my eye. I turn to see Colton standing at the edge of the hallway, thumbs hanging in the pockets of his jeans, shoulder casually leaning against the wall. His face is expressionless, but those iridescent eyes say so much.

      What now? Can’t he just leave me alone?

      I glare at him, hoping my angst is reflected in my eyes. I see that Shane has taken notice of the stranger standing in his home. He turns his attention to Colton, sizing him up. His face scrunches as he contemplates the stranger, trying to place him.

      “What do you want?” I scowl despite trying to keep the contempt out of my voice. The last thing the boys need to witness right now is a confrontation. I notice Kyle and Ricky’s heads pop up to look over the table like a pair of meerkats.

      Colton glances at the boys and smiles politely, although I can see the tension in his eyes. “I told you, Rylee, I’m here to collect my winnings,” he drawls. “To collect what’s mine.” He smiles insolently at me, waiting for my reaction.

      “I beg your pardon?”

      “You owe me a date, Ryles.”

      The boys have all turned their attention to us now. The basketball game has been forgotten. Shane is smirking since he’s old enough to sense sexual tension, even if he doesn’t quite understand it.

      Colton walks toward me, purposely placing his back to our audience, blocking me from their vision so they can’t watch our interaction. I am grateful when he stops and stands at a respectful distance.

      “Sorry, Ace,” I say sweetly so only he can hear me. “Hell hasn’t frozen over yet. I’ll let you know when it does.”

      He takes a step closer, his voice just above a whisper. “It seems you know all about being cold, Rylee. Why stay frigid when you know I can heat you up?”

      His words take a direct hit at my self-esteem. I seethe anger at his arrogance but know I must calm myself down before I cause a scene in front of my kids.

      I break my glare from Colton when something over his shoulder catches my attention. I step to the side so I can get a better look at what it is. I stifle a gasp as I watch Zander, holding his stuffed animal tightly, move slowly around the couch toward us. He has a curious look on his usually stoic face as he approaches.

      Colton turns around to see what I’m reacting to. He starts to ask me a question, and I raise my hand up forcefully, telling him to be quiet. Fortunately, he complies. The other boys in the room have all turned to watch, expectant expressions on their faces, for this is the first time that Zander has ever purposely taken the initiative to interact with someone.

      Zander walks up to us, staring at Colton, his mouth opening slightly and closing several times. His eyes are saucers. I kneel down to eye level with him. I sense Colton next to me trying to understand my reaction.

      “Hi there,” I hear Colton say gently.

      Zander stops and just stares. I fear that something about Colton’s looks or something he is wearing has triggered a reaction in Zander. Some negative memory that is forcing him to come see for himself if it’s real. I’m waiting for the fallout to start—the screaming, the fighting, and the terror to fill his eyes.

      “Zander. It’s okay, baby,” I croon, wanting to break through his trance, letting him know that a familiar, comforting voice is nearby. I turn my head slightly toward Colton, locking my eyes with his. “You need to leave now!” I order him, afraid of what Zander sees in him.

      Against my wish, Colton steps forward and slowly crouches down beside me. I hear his boots squeak on the tile, the house is so quiet. One of the boys must have muted the television.

      “Hey, buddy,” he soothes, “How ya doin’? You okay?”

      Zander takes a step closer to Colton and a smile ghosts his mouth. My eyes widen. He is not scared. He likes Colton. I quickly glance to Colton, afraid to miss anything Zander does, and he holds my gaze, nodding his head. He understands that something is happening. Something important. Something that he needs to be cautious about.

      “Zander is it?” Haunted eyes meet Colton’s, and then he moves his head in a small, discernible nod. I suck in my breath, tears threatening as I watch a small breakthrough happening. “So Zander, do you like racing?”

      I can hear the boys in the family begin murmuring excitedly as they realize who Colton is. The boys get louder until they see me staring intensely at them, and then they become silent.

      Colton holds his hand out to Zander. “Nice to meet you, Zander. My name is Colton.”

      For the second time in three days, I am rendered speechless. My head is reeling from the sight of little Zander slowly reaching out to shake the hand of the man next to me.

      I watch the first steps of a little boy breaking free from the devastating grasp of a violent trauma. This is his first time initiating physical contact with someone in over three months.

      Colton holds Zander’s small hand in his, shaking it gently. When they finish their greeting, Zander keeps his hand there, with no indication that he wants to move it. Colton obliges and holds the tiny hand, a soft smile on his face.

      Tears burn my eyes as I struggle to hold them back. I want to jump up and shout in excitement at this breakthrough. I want to grab Zander and hug him and tell him how proud I am of him. I do none of these. The power of this moment is so much greater than any of these things put together.

      “I’ll tell you what, Zander, if Rylee here agrees to the date with me that she’s trying to get out of,” Colton says, never breaking eye contact with him, “then I’ll take you as my personal guest to the track the next time we test. How’s that?”

      A ghost of a smile returns to Zander’s lips, his eyes lighting up for the first time as he nods his head yes.

      I hold my hand over my heart as joy races through me. Finally! And all because Colton followed me in the house. All because he didn’t listen to me. All because he’s using one of my kids to blackmail me into going out with him. I could kiss him right now! Well, I guess I’ve already done that, but I could do it again. At this point, I’ll do anything Colton asks me to do just to see the smile on Zander’s face again.

      Colton squeezes Zander’s hand again and shakes it. “It’s a deal then, buddy.” He releases his hand and leans in closer. “I promise,” he whispers.

      Zander’s lips curve into a smile. Small dimples form in his cheeks. Dimples I didn’t even know he had. He slowly withdraws his hand from Colton’s but continues to look at him expectantly, as if to ask when this will take place. Colton glances over at me for help, and I step up.

      “Zander, sweetie?” He moves his eyes from Colton’s and looks over to me. “Colton and I are going to go over and sit in the kitchen and plan a time, would you like to join us or would you like to go finish watching the basketball game with the boys?” I ask softly.

      Zander’s eyes glance rapidly back and forth over the both of us before Colton interrupts. “Hey, buddy, I’m gonna stay right here in the kitchen for a couple of minutes with Rylee. Can you go watch the game for me to let me know what I’ve missed when we’re done?”

      Zander nods slightly, locking eyes with Colton, once again gauging if he’s being sincere. He must believe him because he clenches his stuffed doggy tighter and heads back to the couch. Shane’s eyes catch mine, his face blanketed with disbelief before he picks up the remote and turns the sound back up.

      I rise from the floor, noticing that all of the boys except Zander have their attention still focused on Colton. It’s not every day that a celebrity is in our house. Colton notices the pairs of eyes on him and gives them a heartfelt smile.

      “Don’t worry,” he says to them, “you can all come too when I take Zander to the track.”

      A large cacophony of whoops ring out as excitement electrifies the boys. “Okay, okay,” I placate. “You guys got what you wanted. Please turn around and pay attention to the game so Colton and I can discuss some things.”

      They obey, for the most part, as we move to the barstools in the kitchen. I offer Colton a seat, and I walk around the island so I can face him. I notice Shane still observing us though, a protective look on his face, wondering why Colton has upset me.

      For the myriad of emotions that Colton has made me feel in the week’s time I’ve known him, the gratitude I have for him at this moment trumps them all.

      I look up at him and meet his eyes, trying unsuccessfully to keep the tears from filling mine.

      “Thank you,” I whisper. It’s only two words, but the look on his face tells me that he understands how much is behind them.

      He nods. “It’s the least I can do.” His voice is gruff. “We all have our stories,” he says, more to himself than to me.

      “You got that right,” I say, still overwhelmed by the situation. I look over to Zander and smile. He did it. He really did it today. He took a step out from under the fog. And suddenly I feel filled with hope. I feel impulsive from the possibilities.

      “Colton!” I jolt him out of his thoughts. He whips his head up, startled by my urgency. I know I will regret this later, but I decide to go with my instinct. I decide to be impulsive and act in the moment. “I’m off in ten minutes,” I say, and he looks at me as if he is not following my train of thought, so I continue. “I owe you a date, so let’s go on a date.”

      He shakes his head as if trying to make sure I said the words he heard. “Oh— okay,” he stumbles, and I love the fact that I’ve taken him by surprise. He starts to rise, the corners of his lips curving. “I don’t have any reservations or—”

      “Who cares?” I motion with my hands. “I’m not high maintenance. Simplicity is rewarding. I’m good with a burger or anything really.” I watch his eyes widen in disbelief. “Besides, you paid enough for the date, who needs to drop a bunch of money on food that we eat anyway?”

      He stares at me for a beat, and I sense that he is trying to figure out if I’m being serious or not. When I just look at him like he’s being dense, he continues. “You are incredible. You know that right?” His simple words go straight to my heart, I can tell that he is being sincere.

      I flash a grin over my shoulder as I head to my quarters to grab my things and freshen up. “I’ll be right back.”

      I return in moments to find Mike staring awestruck, shaking Colton’s hand in the kitchen. Colton turns to me when he hears me come in. “You ready?” he asks.

      I hold up my finger indicating one second. “I’m outta here,” I announce to the boys as they rise to give me hugs goodbye. I think the presence of Colton and my acquaintance with him has suddenly elevated me to rock star status, judging by the way they’re hugging me so tightly.

      As I’m receiving my hugs, I notice Colton walk over to the couch and squat down in front of Zander. He says something to him, but I can’t hear what.
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      As Colton and I stroll out of the house, an odd feeling of calm settles over me. I think this may be the best approach for a date with Colton. I’ve caught him off guard so he can’t do any extensive planning. Extensive planning might equal overstated indulgences and premeditated seduction. Two things that I definitely do not need. It’s hard enough to resist him as it is.

      “We’ll take my car,” he says, placing a hand on my back, the warmth comforting me as he steers me toward a sleek, carbon-black convertible parked at the curb. The Aston Martin is beautiful and looks as if it is meticulously taken care of. It looks like it can really fly, and for just an instant, I imagine getting behind the wheel, flooring the pedal, and leaving all my ghosts behind.

      “Nice ride,” I grant him, although I try not to show any interest. I’m sure he’s used to women fawning all over him and his car. Not me. Let the games begin, I think.

      “Thanks.” He opens the passenger door for me, and I slide onto the black leather, admiring the crafted interior and utter opulence. “I thought it was a beautiful day to drive with the top down,” he says, rounding the back of the car and sliding in next to me. “I just didn’t realize I was also going to be taking you out in it, too. An added bonus!” He says, giving me a megawatt grin as he puts on his sunglasses.

      I can’t help but flash him a smile back. “Whatever happened to good ol’ fashioned pickup trucks?” I ask as he leans forward, opening the glove box, brushing his arm across my thigh and laughing loudly.

      His touch is electrifying, even when it is accidental. He pulls out a worn, molded baseball hat with “Firestone” emblazoned across the bridge and puts it on his head, his dark hair curls out from under it at the nape of his neck. He pulls the brim down low enough to touch his sunglasses.

      I guess this is his “incognito” look, but all I can think is he looks sexy as hell. All smoldering, edgy bad boy wrapped up in a drool-worthy body. I’m seriously fucked here if I actually think that my willpower will prevent me from giving in to any request from him. He reaches over and gives my thigh a quick squeeze before pressing a button on the dash in the center console.

      “Don’t worry, I have a truck too.” He chuckles before the car roars to life, the vibration of the engine reverberating through my body and sending a thrill through me. “Hold on!” he says as he zooms out of the neighborhood, the excited look of a little boy on his face.

      Boys and their toys, I think as I watch him from behind my aviators. I shouldn’t be surprised by his skill maneuvering the car—this is how he makes his living—but I am. I shouldn’t be turned on by his complete competence as he weaves smoothly in and out of traffic, the car accelerating quickly, but I find myself wanting to reach out and touch him. To connect with him, despite knowing that’s a dangerous line for me to cross.

      The roar of the engine and the whipping wind are loud enough that talking is not an option. I sit back, enjoying the feeling of freedom as the wind dances through my hair and the sun warms my skin. I lean my head back and give in to the urge to raise my hands over my head as we zip onto Interstate 10 heading west.

      I glance over to see him watching me, a curious look on his face. He subtly shakes his head, a diminutive smile on his lips before he looks back toward the road. After a beat, he pushes a button and music pours through the speakers.

      The song ends and another begins. I throw my head back, laughing at the song. It’s a catchy little pop tune that I have heard on Shane’s radio enough times. In my periphery, I notice Colton give me a quizzical look, so despite my average voice, I belt out the chorus, hoping he hears the words.

      “You make me feel so right, even if it’s so wrong, I wanna scream out loud, boy, I just bite my tongue.” I raise my arms over my head again, letting myself go, reveling in the thought that I am telling Colton how I feel without telling him. This is so unlike me—singing out loud, letting loose—but something about being with him, sitting next to him in this flashy sports car, has rid me of my inhibitions. As we exit the freeway, I finish the chorus with gusto. “It feels so good, but you’re so bad for me!” Colton hears the words and laughs good-naturedly at them.

      I continue singing the song, with less gusto since the car’s purring engine is quieter now that we are on Fourth Street. He suddenly swerves abruptly and parks the car with adept precision along the curb.

      I glance around trying to figure out where we are as he pushes a button in the sleek dashboard and the sexy purr of the engine ceases. “You okay to sit tight for a sec?” he asks, flashing me an earnest grin that affects me more than I care to admit.

      “Sure,” I answer, and I know at this moment that I am saying yes to so much more than just sitting patiently in the car. I push the fear out of my mind and vow to embrace the idea of feeling again. Of wanting to feel again. I flick my eyes from his, down to his mouth and back up, salacious thoughts running rampant through my mind. His smile widens.

      “I’ll be right back!” he announces before unfolding himself gracefully out of the car and standing to give me an incredible view of his ass. I bite my lip to suppress the urges whipping through my body. He glances over his shoulder and laughs, knowing full well the impact of his actions. “Hey, Ryles?”

      “Yeah, Ace?”

      “I told you you wouldn’t be able to resist me.” He flashes me a disarming smile before hopping up on the curb and walking briskly down the block, long legs eating up the sidewalk without a look back.

      I can’t help but grin as I watch him walk away. The man is captivating in every way and the epitome of sexy. From that boyish grin that disarms me in seconds to his sexy swagger that says he knows exactly where he’s going and what his intentions are. He exudes virility, evokes desire, and commands attention all with a single look from his stunning eyes. He’s edgy and reckless and you want to go along for the ride hoping to get a glimpse of his tender side that breaks through every now and again. The bad boy with a touch of vulnerability who leaves you breathless and steals your heart.

      I shake myself from my thoughts to admire the view of Colton’s broad shoulders and sexy swagger as he strides down the sidewalk. He tugs down on his baseball cap before he walks past two women. They both turn their heads as he passes by and admire him before turning back to each other and giggling, one mouthing the word, “Wow!”

      I know how they feel, multiplied by a hundred. I watch as Colton stops and disappears into a doorway. I can’t see the sign above the entrance on the worn down façade.

      I pass the time admiring the sleek interior of the vehicle and watching people walk by the car and stare at it. The ring of Colton’s cell phone sitting in the console startles me. I glance down to see the name Tawny flashing across the screen. A pang of irritation flickers in me before I rein in my jealousy. Of course he has women calling him, I tell myself.

      Probably all the time.

      “We’re all set,” Colton says, startling me as he places a paper grocery bag behind me. He walks around the car and slides into his seat. As he buckles his seatbelt, he notices his phone’s missed-call message on the screen and thumbs to it. An enigmatic look crosses his face as he sees the caller’s name, and I chastise myself for hoping he would scowl when he saw it.

      A girl can dream.

      Within moments we are back on the road and headed up the Pacific Coast Highway. I’m admiring the sight of the surf crashing on the beach with the sun in the background slowly ebbing toward the horizon before I realize that we’re pulling into a nearly empty parking lot. I’m surprised there are so few people here considering the weather is unusually warm for this time of year.

      “We’re here,” he says, pushing a button that has the top of the car lifting and closing in over us before he turns off the car. I look at him, surprised; I was hoping for a non-romantic “date,” and yet he has brought me to my favorite place on earth—a near-empty beach just before sunset. He simply is not playing fair, but then again, he doesn’t know me well enough to know my preferences, so I just chock it up to luck on his part.

      He grabs the bag behind my seat and exits the car. He then collects a blanket from the trunk before coming around to my side. He opens the door with a playful flair as he reaches for my hand to help me out of the car.

      “Come,” he demands as he tugs on my hand, a thousand sensations overtake me as he pulls me toward the sand and surf. I am giddy with the fact that he continues to hold my hand in his even though I’ve followed him. The rough calluses on his palm against my smooth skin are a welcome feeling, almost like being pinched to make sure I’m not dreaming.

      We walk out onto the beach past a pile of towels and clothes that I assume belong to the two surfers in the water. We walk in silence, both taking in our surroundings as I try to figure out what to say. Why am I all of the sudden nervous over Colton’s intensity? Over his proximity?

      When we get about ten feet from the wet sand, Colton finally speaks. “How about right here?”

      “Sure, although I would’ve brought my swim suit if I’d known we were coming to the beach,” I say, my nerves giving way to stupid humor as it usually does. If I could roll my eyes at myself right now, I would.

      “Who said anything about suits? I’m all for skinny dipping.”

      I freeze at the comment, eyes wide, and swallow loudly. Odd that the idea of stripping down naked with this ruggedly handsome man unnerves me, despite the fact he’s had his hands on me.

      His perfection next to my ordinary.

      Colton reaches out with his free hand and puts a finger under my chin, raising my head so that I can meet his gentle eyes. “Relax, Rylee. I’m not going to eat you alive. You said you wanted casual, so I’m giving you casual. I thought we could take advantage of the unusually warm weather,” he says, releasing my chin and handing me the brown bag so that he can lay a large Pendleton blanket on the sand. “Besides, when I get you naked, it’s going to be somewhere a lot more private so I can enjoy every slow and maddening second of it. So I can take my time and show you exactly what that sexy body of yours was made for.” He glances up, eyes flashing desire and mouth turning up in a wicked grin.

      I sigh and shake my head, unsure of myself, of my reaction to him, and how I should proceed. The man can seduce me with words alone. That’s definitely not a good sign. If he keeps it up I’ll be handing over my panties to him in no time at all.

      I fidget under the intensity of his stare and from the direction my thoughts have taken. “Take a seat, Rylee. I promise, I don’t bite.” He smirks.

      “We’ll see about that.” I snort, but I oblige him and sit down on the blanket, distracting myself from my nerves by unzipping my ankle boots. I pull off my socks, free my feet, and wiggle my toes, which are painted fire-engine red. I pull my knees up, and wrap my arms around them, hugging them to my chest. “It’s beautiful out here. I’m so glad the cloud cover stayed away today.”

      “Mmm-hmm,” he murmurs as he reaches into the brown bag from Fourth Street. “Are you hungry?” he asks, producing two packages wrapped in white deli paper, followed by a loaf of French bread, a bottle of wine, and two paper cups. “Voila,” he announces. “A very sophisticated dinner of salami, provolone cheese, French bread, and some wine.” The corners of his mouth turn up slightly as if he is testing me. As if he is checking to see if I really am okay with a casual, no-frills dinner in this land of Hollywood glitz, glamour, and pretension.

      I eye him warily, not liking games or being tested, but I guess someone in his shoes is probably wary of others. Then again, he’s the one begging me for a date, although I’m still not sure why.

      “Well, it’s not the Ritz,” I say dryly, rolling my eyes, “but it’ll have to do.”

      He laughs loudly as he pulls the cork out of the wine, pours it in the paper cups, and hands one to me. “To simplicity!” he toasts good-humoredly.

      “To simplicity,” I agree, tapping his cup and taking a sip of the sweet, flavorful wine. “Wow, a girl could get used to this.” When he eyes me with doubt, I continue, “What more could I ask for? Sun, sand, food—”

      “A handsome date?” he jokes as he breaks off a piece of bread, layers it with provolone and thin-sliced salami, and hands it to me on a paper napkin. I accept it graciously, my stomach growling. I’ve forgotten how hungry I am.

      “Thank you,” I say. “For the food, for the donation, for Zander …”

      “What’s the story there?”

      I relay the gist of it to him, his face remaining impassive. “And today, with you, is the first time he’s purposely interacted with anybody, so thank you. I’m more grateful than you will ever know,” I conclude, looking down sheepishly, a blush spreading across my cheeks as I’m suddenly uncomfortable again. I take a bite of the makeshift sandwich and moan appreciatively at the mixture of fresh bread and deli fare. “This is really good!”

      He nods in agreement. “I’ve been going to that deli forever. It’s definitely better and more my speed than caviar.” He shrugs unapologetically. “So why Corporate Cares?” he asks, his mouth parting slightly as he watches me savor my food.

      “So many reasons,” I say, finishing my bite. “The ability to make a difference, the chance to be part of a breakthrough such as Zander’s today, or the feeling I get when a child left behind is made to feel like he matters again …” I sigh, not having enough words to express the feelings I have. “There are so many things that I can’t even begin to explain.”

      “You are very passionate about it. I admire you for that.” His tone is earnest and sincere.

      “Thank you,” I reply, taking another sip of wine, meeting his eyes. “You were quite impressive yourself today. Almost as if you knew what to do despite me telling you to leave,” I admit sheepishly. “You were good with Zander.”

      “Nah,” he denies, grabbing another piece of cheese and folding it in the bread. “I’m not good with kids at all. That’s why I’m never having them.” His statement is determined, his expression blank.

      I’m taken aback. “That’s a bold statement for someone so young. I’m sure at some point you’ll change your mind,” I reply, my eyes narrowing as I watch him, wishing I still had the option to make a choice like his.

      “Absolutely not,” he states emphatically before averting his eyes from my gaze for the first time since meeting him. I can sense his discomfort with this topic—an oddity for a man so confident and sure of himself in all other areas of life. He looks out toward the tumultuous ocean and is quiet for a few moments, an unreadable look on his rugged features.

      I think that my questioning statement will go unanswered, until he breaks the silence. “Not really,” he says with what I sense is a resigned sadness in his voice. “I’m sure you experience it first hand every day, Rylee. People use kids as pawns in this world. Too many women try to trap men with them and then hate the kid when the man leaves. People foster kids just to get the monthly government stipend. It goes on and on.” He shrugs nonchalantly, belying how affected he is by the hidden truth behind his words. “It happens daily. Kids fucked up and abandoned because of their mothers’ selfish choices. I’d never put a child in that kind of position.” He shakes his head emphatically, still refusing to meet my eyes, his gaze following the surfer riding a wave in the distance. “Regardless, I’d probably fuck them up as much as I was as a kid.” He breathes deeply with his last statement and removes his cap with one hand while running his other hand through his hair.

      “What do you mean? I don’t understand,” I falter as I start to ask without thinking. This conversation has unexpectedly gotten heavy quickly.

      Annoyance flashes across his face before I watch him rein it in. “My past is public knowledge,” he states, my furrowed brow showing my confusion. “Fame makes people dig out ugly truths.”

      “Sorry,” I say, raising my eyebrows, “I don’t make it a habit of researching my dates.” I hide the unease I feel with this conversation in the sarcasm of my tone.

      His green eyes lock onto mine, his clenched jaw pulsing. “You really should, Rylee,” his steely voice warns. “You just never know who’s dangerous. Who’s going to hurt you when you least expect it.”

      I’m taken aback. Is he warning me about him? Warning me away from him? I’m confused. Pursue me and then push me away? This is the second time today he’s issued a statement like this. What should I make of it?

      And what the hell is with his comments about being messed up as a kid? His parents are practically Hollywood royalty. Is he saying that they did something to him? The fixer in me wants to probe, but I can tell how unwelcome that would be.

      I cautiously glance over at him to see his attention turned back toward the surf. It is in this moment I can see the pictures painted by the media of him. Dark and brooding, a little rugged with the dark shadow of hair on his jaw, and an intensity to his eyes that makes you feel as if he’s unapproachable. Unpredictable. The broad shoulders and sexy swagger. The bad boy who is too handsome for his own good mixed with a whole lot of reckless. The rebel who women swoon over and swear they could tame—if they had the chance.

      And he’s sitting here. With me. It’s mind-boggling.

      I clear my throat, trying to dispel the awkwardness that has descended on our picnic. “So, how ’bout them Lakers?” I deadpan.

      He throws his head back and laughs loudly before turning back to me. All traces of Brooding Colton have been replaced by Relaxed Colton, with eyes full of humor and a megawatt smile. “A little heavy?”

      I nod, pursing my lips, as I grab for another piece of cheese. Time for a change in topic. “I know it’s an unoriginal question, but what made you get into racing? I mean why hurl yourself around a track at close to two hundred miles an hour for fun?”

      He sips from his Dixie cup. “My parents needed a way to channel my teenage rebellion.” He shrugs. “They figured why not give me all the safety equipment to go along with it instead of racing down the street and killing myself or someone else. Lucky for me, they had the means to follow through with it.”

      “So you started as a teenager?”

      “At eighteen.” He laughs, remembering.

      “What’s so funny?”

      “I got a ticket for reckless driving. I was speeding … out of control really … racing some preppy punk.” He glances over at me to see if I have any reaction. I just look at him and raise my eyebrows, prompting him to continue. “I was spared being hauled off to juvie because of my dad’s name. Man, was he pissed. The next day he thought he’d teach me a lesson. Dropped me off at the track with one of the stunt drivers he knew. Thought he’d have the guy drive me around the track at mach ten and scare the shit out of me.”

      “Obviously it didn’t work,” I say dryly.

      “No. He scared me some, but afterward I asked him if he could show me some of the stunt moves.” He shrugs, a half smirk on his lips, as he looks out toward the water. “He finally agreed, let me drive his car around the track a couple of times. For some reason one of his friends had come with him to the track that day. The guy’s name was Beckett. He worked for a local race crew who’d just lost their driver. He asked if I’d ever thought about racing. I laughed at him. First of all, he was my age so how could he be part of a race team, and secondly, how could he watch me take a couple of laps and know that I could drive? When I asked, he said he thought I could handle a car pretty well, and would I like to come back the next day and talk to him some more?”

      “Talk about being at the right place at the right moment,” I murmur, happy to learn something about him that I couldn’t read about by looking on the Internet.

      “You’re telling me!” He shakes his head. “So I met up with him. Tried out the car on the track, did pretty well and got along with the guys. They asked me to drive the next race. I was decent at it so I kept doing it. Got noticed. Stayed out of trouble.” He grins a mischievous grin, raising his eyebrows. “For the most part.”

      “And after all this time, you still enjoy it?”

      “I’m good at it,” he says.

      “That’s not what I asked.”

      He chews his food, carefully mulling over my question. “Yes, I suppose so. There’s no other feeling like it. I’m part of a team, and yet it’s just me out there. I have no one to depend on, to blame, but myself if something goes wrong.” I can sense the passion in his voice. The reverence he still has for his sport. “On the track, I can escape the paparazzi, the groupies … my demons. The only fear I have is that which I’ve created for myself, that I can control with a swerve of the wheel or a press of the pedal … not any inflicted on me by someone else.”

      The startled look on his face tells me that he has revealed more than he expected in an answer. That he’s surprised by his unanticipated honesty with me. I brush aside his unease at feeling vulnerable, by propping my arms out behind me and raising my face to the sky.

      “It’s so beautiful here,” I say, breathing in the fresh air and digging my toes in the cool sand.

      “More wine?” he asks as he shifts to sit closer to me. The brush of his bare arm against mine leaves my senses humming.

      I murmur in assent as warning bells go off in my head. I know that I need to create some distance between us, but he’s just too damn attractive. Irresistible. Nothing like I expected and yet everything I anticipated. I know that I need to clear my head because he is clouding my judgement.

      “So is this what you imagined, Ace, when you spent all that money for a date with me?” I turn my head and come face to face with him— hair mussed, lips full, eyes blazing. I hold my breath, frozen in the moment, for all it would take is for me to lean in to feel his lips on mine again. To taste his carnal hunger as I did earlier on the porch.

      He flashes a grin at me. “Not exactly,” he admits, but I can sense our proximity is affecting him too. I can see the pulse in his throat accelerate. His Adam’s apple bobs with a swallow. I bring my eyes back up to his, unspoken words flowing between us. “You really have the most unusually magnificent eyes,” he whispers.

      It’s not as if I haven’t heard this before about my unique, violet-colored eyes, but for some reason, hearing it from him has desire spiraling through me. Warning bells clang inside my head.

      “Rylee?”

      I raise my eyes to meet his, trepidation in my heart. “I’m only going to ask this one time. Do you have a boyfriend?” The gravity in his tone as well as the question itself take me off guard. I didn’t expect this. I thought he’d already know the answer after the backstage ministrations from the other night. More surprising than the question itself, is the way he asks it. His demanding tone.

      I shake my head “no,” swallowing loudly.

      “No one you are seeing casually?”

      “You just asked twice,” I joke, trying to shake the nerves skittering up my spine. When he doesn’t smile but rather holds my stare in question, I shake my head again. “No, why?” I respond breathlessly.

      “Because I want to know who’s standing in my way.” He tilts his head and stares at me as my lips part in response. My mouth is suddenly very dry. “Whose ass I have to kick before I can make it official.”

      “Make what official?” My mind flickers trying to figure out what I’m missing.

      “That you’re mine.” Colton’s breath flutters over my face as the look in his eyes swallows me whole. “Once I fuck you, Rylee—it’s official, you’re mine and only mine.”

      Oh. Fucking. My. How can those words, so possessive, so dominantly male, make me want him that much more? I’m an independent, self-assured woman, and yet hearing that this man—yes, Colton Donavan—inform me that he is going to have me without asking, without giving me a choice, makes me weak in the knees.

      “It might not be tonight, Rylee. It might not be tomorrow night,” he promises, the rumbling timbre of his voice vibrating through my body, “but it will happen.” My breath hitches as he pauses to allow me to absorb his words before he continues. “Don’t you feel it, Rylee? This...” he gestures a hand between him and me “...this charge we have here? The electricity we have when we’re together is way too strong to ignore.” I lower my eyes, uncomfortable with his overconfidence yet turned on by his words. He takes a hand and reaches out, the spark he’s referring to igniting when his index finger trails up the underside of my neck to my chin. He pushes up to lift my chin so I’m forced to stare into the depths of his eyes. “Aren’t you the least bit curious how good it will be? If it’s this electrifying with just the brush of our skin against each other, can you imagine what it will be like when I’m buried inside of you?”

      The confidence in his words and the intensity of his stare nonpluses me, and I avert my eyes down again to focus on the ring I’m worrying around my right ring finger. The rational part of me knows that once Colton has his way with me, he’ll move on. And even though I’d know this going into it, I’d still be devastated in the end.

      I just don’t want to go through it again. I’m afraid to feel again. Afraid to take a chance, afraid that the consequences will be life-altering for me again. I use my fear to fuel my obstinance; no matter how wild the ride, the inevitable fallout isn’t worth it.

      “You’re so sure of yourself, do I even need to show up for the event?” I ask haughtily, hoping my words cover the deep ache he’s responsible for creating in my body. His only response to my question is a heart-stopping smirk. I shake my head at him. “Thanks for the warning, Ace, but no thanks.”

      “Oh, Rylee,” he says with a laugh. “There’s that smart mouth that I find so intriguing and sexy. It disappeared for a little while with your nerves. I was getting worried.” He reaches over and squeezes my hand. “Oh, and Ryles, just so you know, that wasn’t a warning, sweetheart. That was a promise.”

      And with that he leans back on his elbows, a cocky grin on his face and challenge in his eyes as he stares at me. I travel the length of his lean body with my eyes. My thoughts running through how I should resist this over-the-top, reckless, troubled, and unpredictable man whose continual verbal sparring makes me uncomfortable. Makes me desire. Churns up feelings and thoughts that died that day two years ago. And yet, rather then head the other way as I should, all I want to do is straddle him right here on that blanket, run my hands up the firm muscles of his chest, fist my hands in his hair, and take until I surrender all my rational thoughts.

      I brave meeting his eyes again for I know he is watching me appraise his body. I make sure that my eyes reflect none of the desire I’m feeling. “So, what about you, Colton?” I question, turning the tables on him. “You said you don’t do the girlfriend thing, and yet you always seem to have a lady on your arm?”

      He arches his eyebrows at me. “And how would you know what I always have on my arm?”

      How do I know that? Do I admit to him that I occasionally glance through Haddie’s subscription of People and roll my eyes at the ridiculous commentary? Do I confess that I peruse Perezhilton.com as a distraction when I’m in the office sometimes and that I usually skip over the gossip about self-absorbed Hollywood brat-packers like him, who think they’re better than everyone else? “Well, I do stand at the checkout lines in the grocery store,” I admit. “And you know how true all of those tabloids are.”

      “According to them I’m dating an alien with three heads and my photoshopped picture is right next to the caption stating a chupacabra was found in a movie theater in Norman, Oklahoma,” he says, animating his expression, eyes wide in a mock stare of horror.

      I laugh out loud. Really laugh. So glad that he takes the media in stride. Happy that he’s added some levity to the heavy topics of conversation. “Nice change of topic, but it’s not going to work. Answer the question, Ace.”

      “Oh, Rylee—all business,” he chides. “What is there to say? I hate the drama, the points system of who is contributing how much, the expectation of the next step to take, trying to figure out if there is an ulterior motive for them being with me …” He shrugs. “Rather than deal with that bullshit, I come to a mutual agreement with someone, stated rules and requirements are laid out, specifics are negotiated, and expectations are managed way before they even have a chance to begin or get out of hand. It simplifies things.”

      What? Negotiations? So many things run through my head that I know I’m going to have to think about later, but with his eyes boring into mine, awaiting my reaction, I decide that humor is the best way to mask my surprise at his response.

      “So a guy with a commitment issue...” I roll my eyes “...like that’s something new!” He remains quiet, still regarding me as I think about him, about this, about everything. “So what were you hoping for?” I continue sardonically, “that I’d just look into your gorgeous green eyes, drop my panties, and spread my legs when you admit that you like women in your bed but you won’t let them in your heart?” Despite my sarcasm, I’m being brutally honest. Does he think that just because he is who he is, it’ll negate all my morals? “And they say romance is dead.”

      “You do have such a way with words, sweetheart,” he drawls, shifting onto his side, propping his head on his elbow. A slow, measured smile spreads across his face. “I assure you, romance is not something I actively subscribe to. There’s no such thing as happily ever after.”

      The hopeless romantic in me sighs heavily, allowing me to ignore his comment and the smirk on his face—the one that makes me forget all the thoughts in my head because he is in fact that damn attractive and his eyes are that mesmerizing. “You can’t be serious? Why the emotional detachment?” I shake my head. “You seem to be such a passionate person otherwise.”

      He shifts on the blanket, lying on his back and placing his hands behind his head, exhaling loudly. “Why is anyone the way they are?” he answers vaguely, the silence hanging between us. “Maybe that’s how I was born or what I learned in my formative years … how’s one to know? There’s a lot about me you don’t want to know, Rylee. I promise you.”

      I look at him, trying to decipher his verbal maze of explanations as he lies quietly for a few minutes before reaching a hand out from behind his head and placing it on mine. I revel in this rare sign of affection. Most of the time when we touch it’s explosive, carnal even. Rarely is it simple. Undemanding. Maybe that’s why I enjoy the warmth of his hand seeping through the top of mine.

      I’m still pondering what he’s said despite the distraction of his touch. “I disagree. How can you—”

      I’m stopped mid-sentence as he tugs on my arm, and within seconds has me lying on the blanket, looking up at his face hovering over mine. I’m not sure how it’s possible, but my breath speeds up and stops at the same time. He very slowly, very deliberately uses one hand to brush an errant hair off of my face while the other rests on the base of my neck just under the crease of my chin.

      “Are you trying to change the subject, Mr. Donavan?” I ask coyly, my heart thumping and desire blooming in my belly. His touch leaves electric charges on my skin.

      “Is it working?” he breathes, angling his head to study me.

      I purse my lips and narrow my eyes in thought. “Hmmm … no, I still have my questions.” A smile plays on my lips as I watch him watch me.

      “Then I just might have to do something about that,” he murmurs with painstaking slowness as he lowers his head until his lips are a whisper from mine. I fight the urge to arch my back so that my body can press against his. “How about now?”

      How is it we are outdoors but I feel as if all of the oxygen has been vacuumed away? Why does he have this effect on me? I try to slowly breathe in and all I smell is him—woodsy, clean, and male— a heady, intoxicating mixture that is pure Colton.

      I can’t find my voice to answer his question, so I just give him a noncommittal “Hmm-hmmm.” I’m oblivious to everything around us: the seagulls squawking, the surf crashing, the sun heading slowly toward the ocean on the horizon.

      Due to our proximity, I can’t see his lips but I know that he smiles because I see the lines crinkle at the corners of his eyes. “Should I take that as a yes or should I take that as a no?” he asks. His eyes hold mine, daring me. When all I do is breathe in a shaky breath, he says, “Then I guess I’ll just take.”

      And with those words, his mouth is on mine.

      He sets a slow, mesmerizing pace, feathering light kisses over my lips. Each time I think he is going to give me what I want—deep, passionate kisses—he pulls back. He leans on one elbow, and then cups the back of my neck. His other hand slowly travels down the side of my body, and stops on the side of my hip. He grabs hold there, gripping my flesh through my jeans and presses my body closer to him.

      “Your. Curves. Are. So. Damn. Sexy,” he murmurs between kisses. The riot of sensation he is causing within me is both exhilarating and tormenting. I run my hands under his shirt, up the plains up of his torso and then his back, as he continues his languorous assault on my lips.

      If I were the intelligent woman that I claim to be, I would step back a moment and rationally assess the situation. I’d realize that Colton is a guy used to getting what he wants without preamble or precaution. And at this time, he wants me. He has tried the direct, get-to-the-point approach and basically had me up against a wall within ten minutes. He’s tried coercion, a contract, annoyance, and even admitted he doesn’t do girlfriends, commitment, or relationships. The rational part of me would acknowledge these facts and realize he’s failed the challenge thus far, so now he is moving onto seduction. I’d argue that he’s changing his approach, taking his time by making me feel and making me want him. Letting me think this situation is on my terms now. I’d realize that this has nothing to do with emotions and wanting ‘an after’ with me, but rather he is trying to get me in his bed any way he can now.

      But I’m not listening to my rational self and the snarky doubts she’s trying to cast. I vaguely push away the niggling feeling that she’s trying to force into my subconscious. My common sense has long been forgotten. It has been overrun, inundated, and is being thoroughly obliterated by my new addiction, otherwise known as Colton’s mouth. His mouth worships mine with slow, leisurely licks of tongue, grazes of teeth, and caresses of lips.

      “Uh-uh-uh,” he teases against my lips as I thread my fingers through his hair at the back of his neck and try to pull him closer so I can give into the blistering need he’s built inside of me and take more.

      “You’re frustrating.” I sigh because now his lips have moved steadily up my neck, lacing open mouth kisses to nip at my earlobe, causing little sparks of frisson in their path.

      I can feel his smile spread against the hollow spot beneath my ear in response to my words. “Now you know how it feels,” he murmurs, “to want something …” He withdraws from my neck so his face hovers an inch from mine. There is no doubt about the desire that clouds his eyes when they fuse to mine. He repeats himself. “To want something that someone won’t give you.”

      I don’t even have a moment to register his words before his mouth crushes down on mine. This time he doesn’t hold back. His lips possess mine from the very moment we touch. He commands the kiss with a fiery passion that has my head spinning, my sanity ebbing, and my body craving. He kisses me with such an unrequited hunger, it’s as if he’d go crazy if he didn’t taste me. I have no choice but to ride the wave that he is controlling because I’m just as caught up as he is.

      His tongue darts in my mouth, tasting of wine, before he eases and pulls gently at my bottom lip. I arch my neck, offering him more, wanting him to take more because I can’t get enough of his intoxicating taste. He acquiesces, laying a row of feather-light kisses along my jawline before coming back to my mouth. He licks his tongue back in against mine—caressing, possessing, igniting.

      I revel in the feeling of him. His hand spanning my hip in ownership. The weight of his leg, which is bent and resting on mine, pressing his evident arousal into my hip. His mouth controlling, taking, and giving all at the same time. The low growls of desire that emanate from deep in his throat in pure appreciation, telling me that I excite him. That he wants me.

      I could stay in this state of desire all day with Colton, but the sound of approaching laughter brings me to my senses. Brings me to the realization that we’re in public view. Colton brushes my lips gently one more time as we hear the surfers walking several feet away, back to their towels. His hands remain cupped on my face though, and he rests his forehead against mine, both trying to calm our ragged breathing.

      He closes his eyes momentarily, and I sense him struggle with his control. He rubs his thumbs back and forth on my cheeks, a gentle caress that calms me.

      “Oh, Rylee, what do you do to me?” He sighs, kissing the tip of my nose. “What am I going to do with you? You’re such a breath of fresh air.”

      My heart stops. My body tenses. I flash back to three years prior, Max on one knee, ring in his hand, staring up at me expectantly. His words, chock-full of emotion, ring in my ears like it was yesterday. “Rylee, you are my best friend, my ride off into the sunset, my breath of fresh air. Will you marry me?”

      I am thinking of Max—bright, open, and carefree—but I am looking at Colton: reserved, unattainable, and inescapable. A sob escapes my throat as the memory takes hold of me, of that day, of the aftermath, and guilt washes over me.

      Colton is startled at my reaction. He jolts back away from me, but his hands still cup my face, concern filling his eyes. “Rylee, what is it? Are you okay?”

      I put my hands on his chest and push him away as I rise up to sit, pulling my legs to my chest and hugging them. I shake my head for him to give me a minute and take in a deep breath, aware that Colton is watching me very closely, curious about what caused my reaction.

      I try to push the words out of my head. His mom yelling at me that I killed him, his dad telling me he wished it had been me instead, and his brother telling me it was my fault. That I don’t deserve to ever know that kind of love again.

      I shudder at the thoughts, collecting myself, preparing myself for the questions I’m waiting for Colton to ask. But they never come. I look over at him, his face somber as he studies me, and I look back out to the sea. He rubs his hand over my lower back, the only form of solace he gives me.

      I shake myself out of my thoughts, upset at what they interrupted. Why can’t I just let it all go and enjoy this man—this virile man within my grasp—who for some ridiculous reason wants me? Why can’t I just give in to his sordid excuse of a one-night-stand-type relationship just to get me out of this revolving nightmare? Use him, as he wants to use me.

      Because that’s not you, I whisper to myself. You are a breath of fresh air.

      I’m thankful to Colton for his silence. I’m not sure if it is a silent understanding, or a detachment from someone else’s drama, but regardless, at this point I’m glad that I’m not being asked to explain myself.

      I reach back to grab for my plastic cup of wine. Colton hands it to me as he takes his and sips. “Well, I guess it’s a good thing we’re outside,” I say, trying to defuse the awkwardness with humor.

      “Why’s that?”

      I take a long swallow of my drink before I continue. “To keep us from getting out of hand in public,” I respond, turning my head so that I can smile at him.

      “What makes you think that being outside would stop me?” He flashes a devilish grin before laughing out loud, throwing his head back when he sees the shocked look on my face. “The danger of being caught only heightens sensation, Rylee. Increases the intensity of your arousal. Your climax.” His voice wraps seductively around me, spinning me in his web.

      I stare at him, trying to unwrap my thoughts from his snare. Trying to find my wits about me so I can respond and appear to be unaffected by his hypnotic words. “I thought you said you wanted somewhere private the first time?” I smirk, arching an eyebrow at him.

      He leans in close to me, his breath feathering over my face and amusement dancing in his eyes. “Well at least I just got you to admit that there’s going to be a first time.”

      My eyes widen as I realize what I’d just willingly walked into. I can’t help the smile that breaks across my lips as I take in the mischievously wicked one on his. He shakes his head and as his eyes break from mine he says, “Look at that.” He points to the horizon where the bottom of the sun hits the edge of the water, a bright ball sinking and spilling pastels across the sky.

      Grateful for the change in topic, I turn my head to look. “Why is it that the sun seems to take forever to reach the horizon and the minute it gets there it sinks so fast?”

      “It reflects life, don’t you think?” he asks.

      “How so?”

      “Sometimes our journeys in life seem to take forever to get to the culmination of our efforts—to achieving the goal. And once we do, it goes so fast and then it’s over.” He shrugs, surprising me with his introspection. “We forget that the journey is the best part. The reason for taking the ride. What we learn the most from.”

      “Are you trying to tell me something in a round about way, Colton?” I ask.

      “Nope,” he says, a smile lighting up his features. “Just making an observation. That’s all.”

      I eye him cautiously, still unsure what he’s trying to tell me despite his denial. I dig my toes into the sand still warm from the sun’s rays. I scrunch my toes back and forth, loving how it feels.

      I hear Colton move next to me before I hear the paper bag from the deli rustling. I turn to see him stretched out across the blanket, pulling two Saran-wrapped squares from the bag. He sits back up next to me, crossing his legs like a kid in grade school. He holds a square up between us. “The cure for all woes,” he says, handing it to me.

      Our fingers brush as I take the brownie from him, his touch welcome. “You thought of everything on this twenty-five thousand dollar date, didn’t you?” I tease him, making quick work of the package. He watches me as I take my first bite, the scrumptious chocolate is delectable and has me rolling my eyes in appreciation, and moaning with ecstasy. This is the way to get to my heart.

      I look from the brownie back up to Colton, a captivated look on his face. “Do you have any idea how fucking sexy you are right now?” His voice is gruff, pained even.

      I stop chewing, mid-bite, at his comment. How is it he can make such simple words so spellbinding at the oddest times? The candor on his face throws me off. We just sit there, a few feet apart on a blanket on a beach, and stare at each other. No pretenses. No audience. No expectations. The unspoken words that flow between us are so powerful I’m afraid to blink, afraid to move, afraid to speak for fear of ruining this moment. I’m seeing the true Colton Donavan—the unmasked version with a vulnerability that makes me want to reach over and take away the hurt that often flickers through those green eyes and make it better. To show him that love and commitment are possible without complications. That it is real and pure and much more powerful than ever imagined when it is built and shared between two people.

      I feel a phantom ache in my heart as a tiny piece tears off, lost forever to Colton in this moment.

      I finally break eye contact, lowering my eyes back to watch my fingers pick at my brownie. I know that I’ll never get to express this to him. I’ll never get the chance. At some point in the near future I will give my body to him willingly, despite my head telling me it’s a mistake. I will revel in that moment with him which will be filled with reverent sighs and entangled bodies, and I’ll be devastated when he walks away after having his fill of me. I blink away the tears that burn in my eyes.

      It has to be the approaching anniversary, I tell myself. I’m never this emotional—this unstable.

      I pick a chunk off the corner of my brownie and push it in my mouth. I look back up at him, a shy smile creeping onto his face, telling me that he felt the moment between us as well. I shiver .

      “You cold?” he asks, reaching out with his thumb to wipe a piece of chocolate from the corner of my mouth. He brings his thumb and holds it out to my mouth. I open my lips and suck the chocolate off. A groan rumbles in the back of his throat, and his lips part slightly as he watches me. If I knew it’d be this erotic to watch his reaction, I’d leave a Hansel and Gretel trail of brownie crumbs all over my body and enjoy watching him find them.

      I shiver again in response to his question, despite the heat burning within me.

      “Since this was so impromptu, I didn’t bring a jacket or an extra blanket for you,” he says with disappointment in his voice. “We can go somewhere else if you’d like?”

      I look up at him, a sincere look on my face. “Thank you, Colton. I really had a good time …”

      “Despite the heavy conversation,” he adds when I pause.

      I laugh at him. “Yes, despite the heavy topics, but I’ve had a really long week and I’m exhausted,” I apologize, “so I think it’s best if we head back.” I really don’t want to, but I am desperately trying to keep a level head here.

      “Ooooh, the blow off!” he teases, pressing a hand to his wounded heart. “That’s harsh, but I understand.” He laughs.

      I help him start to wrap up the left-over food and place it back in the bag. I start putting my socks and shoes back on when he says, “So Teddy signed the deal today with CDE.”

      “That’s great!” I say sincerely. Excited for the opportunity and uncertain about the effect it will have on my personal life—being forced to be with him. “I can’t express how thankful I am—”

      “Rylee,” he says with enough force to stop me short. “That, the donation, has nothing to do with this,” he says, gesturing between the two of us.

      Like hell it doesn’t. I wouldn’t be here with him if it weren’t for that arrangement.

      “Sure,” I mumble in agreement, and I know that I haven’t convinced him.
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      “That’s mine,” I point toward my red and white Mini Cooper parked on the street outside of The House. He pulls up behind it, pushing the button to quiet the sexy purr of the engine. The streetlights are on and the one nearest The House keeps flickering on and off. I can hear a dog barking several houses down, and the smell of meat cooking on charcoal hangs in the air. It feels like home, normalcy, just what the seven boys tucked inside the house in front of me deserve.

      Colton comes around the side of the car and opens the door, holding a hand out to help me from my seat. I clutch my purse to my chest, suddenly feeling awkward as I make my way to my car with Colton’s hand on the small of my back.

      I turn to face him, leaning my back against my car. I have my bottom lip between my teeth and worry it back and forth as my nerves seem to be getting the better of me. “Well … thank you for a nice evening, Colton,” I say as I look around the street unable to meet his eyes. Am I afraid that this might be it? Of course not, because I know I’ll have to see him for work. Then why do I suddenly feel a mixture of unease and sadness over parting with him? Why am I mentally kicking myself for not taking him up on the offer to go somewhere else?

      Colton reaches out and places a finger under my chin, turning my face so I’m forced to meet his eyes. “What is it, Rylee? What has you so afraid to feel? Every time you start to get caught up in the moment and hand yourself over to the sensation, something flashes across your face and has you withdrawing. Pulling back and becoming unavailable. Has you bottling back up all of that potential passion of yours in a matter of seconds.” He searches my eyes in question, his fingers firm on my chin so I can’t avert my eyes. “Who did this to you, sweetheart? Who hurt you this badly?”

      His eyes probe mine looking for answers I’m not willing to give him. The muscle in his jaw tics in frustration at my silence. His features, darkened by the night sky, are tense, awaiting my response. The flickering streetlight creates a stark contrast with his warring emotions.

      I can feel my protective wall bristle at his unwanted attention. The only way I know how to deal, how to keep him at arm’s length, is to turn the question back on him. “I could ask you the same question, Colton. Who hurt you? What haunts those eyes of yours every so often?”

      He quirks his eyebrows at my tactic, his concentrated stare never wavering. “I’m not a very patient man, Rylee,” he warns. “I’ll only wait so long before—”

      “Some things are better left alone,” I cut him off, my words coming out barely above a whisper and my breath hitches.

      He moves his thumb from my chin and drags it over my bottom lip. “Now that,” he whispers back to me, “I can understand.” His response surprises me, reaffirming my assumption that he is in fact hiding from something himself. Or running.

      He leans in slowly, brushing a reverent, lingering kiss on my lips, and all thoughts in my head vaporize. His tenderness is unexpected, and I want to capture this moment in my mind. Revel in it. I sigh helplessly against his lips, our foreheads touching briefly.

      “Goodnight, Colton.”

      “Goodnight, Rylee.” He leans back, grabbing the handle of my door, opening it for me and ushering me in. “Until next time,” he murmurs before shutting the door.

      I start the engine and pull away from the curb. Instinctively, I reach out and push the stereo on, shuffling for the sixth disc in the changer. I glance in my rearview mirror as I make my way down this street, music flooding the car. I can see his figure as he rocks back on his heels with his hands in his pockets, standing beneath the flickering streetlight. An angel fighting through the darkness or a devil breaking into the light? Which, I’m not sure. Regardless, he stands there, my personal heaven and hell, watching me until I turn the corner and am out of his sight.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      I pull into my driveway and sit in the car for several moments humming to the music pouring out of the speakers, running through my time with Colton. I sing the song out of habit. The words and the rhythm are comforting to me. I place my hands on the top of the steering wheel and rest my head on top of them. It’s not like I have been out with many guys in my life, but that was one of the most intense, passionate, and strangely comforting dates of my life. I shake my head as I replay it again.

      Holy shit! That’s all I can really think about my evening. About Colton’s unexpected pursuit. The devil on my shoulder reiterates to me that this is all my fault. That if I’d acted like the normal me, I would’ve never been a willing victim to his deft hands in a backstage alcove. I would’ve never been in the position to tell him “thanks but no thanks,” spurring on this whole chase—this whole challenge—a welcome change in his world of overly eager, willing women.

      I scream out, startled by the knock on my car window. I am so deep in thought, I never saw Haddie approach my car. My heartbeat returns to normal as I open the door to her.

      “Hi, Had. Just a sec,” I say as I reach across my seat to grab my belongings.

      I sense Haddie’s presence shift into the doorway as her body blocks the garage light, throwing a shadow over the front seat. “Is that Matchbox Twenty?” she questions as she strains to hear the music playing quietly on the stereo system.

      Uh-oh, I tell myself, she knows something is up. She knows I listen to Matchbox Twenty whenever I’m upset. Haddie knows this all too well from the dark period of my life.

      I look over at her, hands on her hips, irritation emanating off of her in waves, and I’m not sure just how much she knows. And depending on what she knows is how hurt she’ll be that I’ve kept it from her.

      There is no rationalizing with Haddie when she’s angry. When she feels wronged. I silently groan and know my interesting day is about to get longer. She never backs down until she gets the answers she wants. She can fool everyone because behind her innocent beauty is her razor sharp wit—but not me.

      I know better.

      I turn off the car quickly before she can hear which song I have on repeat, Bent. At least it’s not Unwell. I have my bag in my hand but can’t exit the car because she is standing in the way.

      “I think we need to have a little chat,” she says haughtily. “Don’t you?” She moves out of the way, her hands on her hips. All she needs is to tap her foot and I’ll be transported back to being in the principal’s office in grade school.

      I force a cheerful smile on my face. “Sure, Had. What’s up? You seem pissed at something?”

      “You.”

      “Me?” I respond, walking to the front door, rolling my eyes.

      “Don’t roll your eyes at me either, Ry,” she demands as we walk through the front door.

      I drop my stuff by the tall table that stands against the entry wall. I skulk over to the couch in our front room and sink into it, wishing I could just close my eyes and fall asleep. But I can’t because Haddie sits down on the other end of the couch and curls her lithe legs beneath her.

      “When were you going to tell me?” Her voice is chillingly quiet. This is not a good sign. The quieter she is, the more pissed she is.

      “About?” I prompt, figuring if she gives me what she knows, I can at least get credit for telling her the rest.

      “Colton freakin’ Donavan?” she sputters, eyes wide, trying to suppress a grin that threatens to break through her implacable façade. “Are you fucking kidding me? And you didn’t tell me?” The pitch of her voice escalates with each word. She grabs her glass of wine on the end table next and sips it, never breaking eye contact. “Why?” she says quietly but clearly hurt.

      “Oh, Haddie.” I blow out, scrubbing my hands over my face, trying to bite back the tears that threaten to break free. I lose the battle and a single tear slips down my cheek. “I’m so confused.” I sigh, closing my eyes momentarily to gain control of my slipping emotions.

      Haddie’s face softens at my confession. “I’m so sorry, Ry—I just—I’m hurt you didn’t tell me—I didn’t mean to—”

      “It’s okay,” I tell her, slipping my shoes off, the grains of sand stuck to my feet, reminding me that I really was with Colton tonight. As if I need a reminder. The scent of his cologne mixed with the smell of him still fresh in my mind. “I didn’t mean to hurt you. How did you—”

      “You didn’t answer your phone … like at all. I was excited to tell you about someone we confirmed for the big launch party tomorrow. I texted and called several times and didn’t get a response,” she says. “I was concerned. It's not like you to not give me at least a one-word answer if you're busy. I was worried so I called Dane.” My eyebrow rises. “I guess he just put two and two together.” She shrugs. “So what’s going on, Rylee? What are you hiding from me?”

      “It’s just—I am just so overwhelmed with everything.” I continue to tell her the story, every sordid detail despite my embarrassment at our first ten minutes of interaction. Her face remains impassive during my replay of events as she digests everything.

      When I’m finished, she is quiet for a few moments, staring at me with unconditional affection on her face. “Well,” she says, rising to get more wine and returning with a glass for me, “there are many things to say, to discuss, but first and foremost,” she grabs my knee, excitement vibrating off of her, “Holy shit, Rylee! Colton Donavan? Backstage at the theater! Woohoo!” She raises her arms above her head, and I mentally cringe, hoping she won’t spill her wine. “I’m so proud you finally got a little crazy. What’s gotten into you?”

      I feel the deep crimson flush over my face as I bow my head and start twisting the ring around and around my finger. “I know,” I mumble. “I don’t get it either.”

      “What?” she shouts at me. “What the hell are you talking about?” She shoves my knee vigorously. “I meant wow in admiration, not wow in why would he pick you. Snap out of it, Ry.” She snaps her fingers in front of my face, forcing me to look at her. “He is fucking gorgeous! All rebellious and smoldering bad boy …”

      As if I need to be reminded.

      Haddie looks back at me. I can see her giddiness rising to the surface. “Is he as good looking in person as he is on TV?”

      I try to find the perfect word, but I say the first one that comes to my mind. “He’s breathtaking,” I say reverently, “and sexy and domineering and frustrating and his eyes are just … and his lips … ugh!” I am caught up in the memory of him, my mind drifting over bits and pieces. When I come back to the here and now, I find Haddie staring at me, a ghost of a smile on her mouth.

      “You really like him, don’t you?” she asks quietly, sensing what I feel but refuse to say.

      Tears pool in my eyes at the thought despite the smile plastered on my face. “It doesn’t matter if I do or don’t, he made it clear he only wants me for one thing.” I shrug, taking a long swallow of my wine. “Besides, I can’t do that to M—”

      “Whoa, whoa, whoa!” she yells, waving her arms in the air to stop me. “I’m going to take this discussion and break it up into two different parts—compartmentalize it for you and your anal ways, if you will—because both really need to be addressed.” She scoots closer to me. “Rylee, honey...” gravity in her voice “...who cares what the future holds when it comes to Colton. If he only wants you for your body and some earth-shattering sex, then so be it. Go for it. Just because it’s not what you’re expecting doesn’t mean it’s not everything you might need. And who better to do it with than a fucking Adonis like him?” She swigs another drink, amused. “Shit, I’d take that for a ride in a heartbeat,” she murmurs, her lips pursing in thought at what it would be like.

      I laugh out loud. “You would,” I tease, slowly feeling my body unwind from the tension. “That kind of thing is easy for you.”

      She shoves at my leg. “Gee, thanks! I’m not a slut!” she contemplates. “Well, unless I want to be.” She laughs.

      “No,” I huff, “I mean you are so carefree and sure of yourself. Everything you do you’re sure about. No regrets.” I cock my head to the side. “And you sure are attracted to the bad boys.” I smirk at her.

      “Hmm-hmm, I do love them naughty.” She laughs, momentarily lost in her thoughts. “But back to you. No need getting me all twisted up over a man that’s into you.”

      I roll my eyes at her comment.

      “Rylee, the guy can have any woman he wants, and he is busy chasing you around, paying thousands for dates, spending millions to make your dream come true, and taking you on impromptu romantic dates to the beach. At sunset.”

      “According to him, he doesn’t do romance.”

      She snorts loudly. “Well maybe he needs to redefine what romance is,” she rebukes, “because all of those things spell out a man in pursuit.”

      I shake my head and her Haddie frankness. “He just wants me because I told him no. I’m a challenge to him in an otherwise willing world of women.”

      “You were quite the challenge when he had you up against the wall backstage, huh?” She quirks her mouth, goading me.

      “You know that is so not like me, Haddie! I haven’t been touched since …” The silence settles and I shake my head to clear it of the memories holding me hostage. “Besides, I came to my senses. It was just the adrenaline from being trapped—”

      “You just keep telling yourself that, sweetie, because I’m not sure if you’re trying to convince me or yourself that it’s just a simple lapse in morality.” She shrugs, not breaking eye contact with me. “It’s nothing to be ashamed of. It’s okay to feel again, Rylee. To live again.”

      Tears threaten again, and I dash them away with the back of my hands before they can fall. “And even though we aren’t done with item number one on our agenda, let’s visit item number two.” I level my eyes with hers, apprehension filling me. All of a sudden, her expression changes into understanding as the realization hits her. “You didn’t want to tell me because you didn’t want me to tell you that it’s okay to live again. That it’s okay to move on.” Her questioning voice is soft, soothing.

      I nod slowly as I swallow the huge lump in my throat. She scoots close to me, wrapping her arms around me, rocking me slowly and making hushing noises. A huge sob escapes and I succumb to the tears that have threatened me for several days. It feels so good to let them out, cathartic really.

      After a few moments I find a semblance of control and am finally able to speak. “I just—I feel like I’m betraying Max. I feel like I don’t deserve...” my breath hitches from my sobbing “...I feel guilty—”

      “Rylee, honey...” she tucks an errant curl of hair behind my ear “...it’s normal to feel that way, but at some point you have to start living again. It is a tragic, horrific thing that happened to you guys. To him. To you. But it’s been over two years, Ry...” she grabs my hand “...and I know you don’t want to hear it, but at some point you have to move on. You don’t have to forget, but you—the wonderful, beautiful woman that you are—needs to live again. You too were once carefree. It’s not too late to find that again.”

      I stare at her, tears blurring my vision, afraid that my next admission will make me a horrible person. I avert my eyes, afraid to look at her when I speak. “Part of the reason I feel guilty … I … the intensity, the desperation, the everything that Colton makes me feel is so much more, so much stronger, than I ever felt with Max.” I take a chance and look back at her face, finding the exact opposite expression than what I had expected. I find compassion rather than disappointed disgust. “And I was going to marry Max,” I choke out, relieved to have gotten this huge burden off of my chest and off my conscious. “I know it’s stupid, but I can’t help feeling it. I can’t help that it pops into my head in that moment when all I feel, breathe, and want is more of Colton.”

      “Oh, Ry … why have you been holding all of this in by yourself?” She wipes one of her own tears before pulling me to her and squeezing me again. She rests her cheek on the top of my head. “Rylee, you were a different person then. Your life is different now. Back then, anyone that saw you and Max together—we just knew that you were perfect for each other—just as you knew.” I can hear the smile in her voice as she reminisces. “And now,” she sighs, “you’ve been to hell and back in a little over two years. You are not the same person you were. It’s natural to feel differently—to love deeper, feel stronger—no one is going to fault you for that. No one has touched you in two years, Rylee. Your reaction is going to be more intense.”

      We sit there in silence as I absorb the truth in her words. I know she’s right, I just hope that I can believe it when the time comes. My contemplative silence is broken when Haddie suddenly starts laughing. She releases me from her hug, and I lean back to look at her perplexed. What in the hell is so funny? “What?”

      She looks at me and I can see debauchery in her eyes. “He’s probably great in bed.” She smirks wickedly. “I bet he fucks like he drives—a little reckless, pushing all the limits, and in it until the very last lap.” She raises her eyebrows at me, her grin sassy.

      Her words make me bite my bottom lip at the thought of him hovering over me, sinking into me, filling me. I relive the feel of his lips on mine, the firm muscles beneath his clothes flexing with me, and his raspy voice telling me he wants me. I break from my thoughts, my core dampening at the thought of him. I look back to Haddie, watching her watch me, her eyebrows still raised, as if she is asking me if I think her assessment is accurate.

      Oh boy, do I. And then some.

      “Since when do you watch racing? Know how he drives?” I shift the focus of the conversation.

      “Brody watches it. I pay attention when they say Colton’s name,” she says of her brother and then smirks devilishly. “It’s definitely worth watching when they flash his face on camera.”

      “The man can kiss,” I confess, grinning like a loon. “He can definitely kiss.” I nod my head in agreement.

      “Don’t think about it, Rylee … just do it! Be reckless. Let your hair down,” she urges. “Do you want to wake up twenty years from now with a perfectly ordered life with everything in its proper place but never having really lived? Never really putting yourself out there?”

      “Well, I like the everything in order part,” I kid as she rolls her eyes at me.

      “Of course, that’s what you would focus on! Just think of the stories you can tell your grandkids someday—about the sordid affair you had with the hot playboy race car driver.”

      I take a sip of my wine, contemplating her comments. “I know what you’re saying, Haddie, I really do, but the sex without commitment thing. Without the relationship thing … how do you do that?”

      “Well you stick flap A in slot B,” she answers wryly.

      “It was a rhetorical question, you bitch!” I laugh, throwing a pillow at her.

      “Thank God! I was worried it had been so long that I was going to have to give you a sex-ed lesson.” She reaches over to the table and uncorks another bottle of wine, topping off both of our glasses. She settles back in the couch, and I can see her mentally choosing her words before she speaks. “Maybe it’s best that way?” When all I do is raise my eyebrows in question, she explains. “Maybe for your first guy since Max, maybe it’s best that he isn’t relationship material. You’re bound to have some hiccups—after everything you’ve been through—so maybe it’s best to throw caution to the wind and embrace your inner slut for a little bit. Have some fun and a lot of mind blowing sex!” She wiggles her eyebrows and I giggle at her, my overconsumption of wine slowly taking effect, smoothing over my frayed nerves.

      “My inner slut,” I reiterate, nodding my head, “I like that, but I think she’s lost.”

      “Oh, we can find her, sister!” she snickers. “She’s probably hiding behind the layers of cobwebs covering your crotch.”

      We both laugh before we start giggling uncontrollably. My overwrought emotions from the week welcome this release. I giggle until tears seep from the corners of my eyes. Just when I think my laughter is going to subside, Haddie shakes her head. “You have to admit, Ry, the man is fucking hot!”

      I start giggling again. “Scorching hot!” I confirm. “Man, I can’t wait to see him naked!” The words are out before my fuzzy brain has had a chance to filter them.

      Haddie stops mid-laugh, a knowing smile playing over her lips. “I knew it!” she yells at me, pointing at my face. “I knew you wanted to fuck him!”

      “Well, duh?” I respond before we collapse again in another fit of giggles.

      “Let’s get you drunk tomorrow night at the event, and then we’ll drunk dial his ass for a booty call.”

      “Oh God, no!” I blanch. What have I gotten myself into?
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      The light filling the room is way too bright. The pounding in my head makes me groan out loud and grab my pillow from under my head, pulling it down over my eyes. I curse the numerous glasses of wine that Haddie and I drank last night but smile remembering our tears, and our laughs.

      And Colton. Hot, delectable Colton.

      Hmmm, I sigh at the memory of yesterday and him. He’s going to have to do something to take care of this ache he’s churned inside of me. I press my thighs together to abate it without success.

      Since I can’t get him out of my head, my hopes of falling back asleep are now gone. I reach my hand out blindly and fish around for the cell phone on my nightstand, knocking over an empty bottle of water. It clatters loudly on the hardwood floor, the sound making me cringe. I lift the pillow slightly to glance at the screen of my phone, wanting to know what time it is.

      I lift the pillow further when I see my screen. I have numerous missed calls and texts from last night. I scroll through them quickly noting Haddie’s texts getting more frantic as time passed. There are several from Dane and as I scroll to the next screen, the very last alert shows me there is a text from an unknown number. It was sent after I’d gotten home last night, during my discussion with Haddie. I open the text, and a smile spreads across my face. The text is from Colton:

      Ryles—Thanks for the unexpected picnic. Since you seem most comfortable telling me what you think through music, I’ll do the same. Luke Bryan, “I Don’t Want This Night to End”—take it for what it is. *Ace

      I smile at his words when I realize he heard the words I sang to him yesterday in the car. I’m unaware of the song he’s mentioned, so I scramble quickly, ignoring my hangover to grab my MacBook Pro. I pull it off my dresser and plop back on my bed, anxiously waiting for it to power up. I immediately Google the song and am surprised to find that it is country; Colton does not seem like a country music kind of guy to me, more hard rock or something with a thumping bass. I click on the link and within seconds the song is playing.

      I lie back on my bed, close my eyes, and listen to the words of the song. A soft smile plays on my lips as the song washes over me. My first peek inside of Colton’s head—sure, he verbally tells me he wants me, but the gist of the words is that he enjoyed his time with me last night. That he didn’t want the night to end. I enjoy the little boost to my ego and the flutter in my stomach from the thought that Colton wants to get drunk on my kiss.

      Don’t jump to conclusions. I warn myself. This is the same man who warned me off of him. Who tells me I need to research my dates to know who’s dangerous and will hurt me when I least expect it.

      I sit back up and grab my computer. I immediately replay the song and open up another window to Google “Colton Donavan.” The search is immediately populated with page upon page of links referencing him: racing sites, the Speed Channel, fan-created sites, and so many more.

      I decide to narrow the search and type in “Colton Donavan Enterprises.” I click on the company’s website. The opening page is a picture of what I assume is Colton’s racecar next to a picture of the office facility. I click through the menu and am led through a corporate mission statement, history, products, media, and race team information. It’s all very impressive, but I stop when I click on the tab “drivers” and Colton’s face fills the screen. It is a close-up, candid shot of him in his fire suit. He is looking intensely at something off-camera, and his green eyes are clear and intrigued. He has a half-smile on his face as if he is remembering a fond moment, the dimple in his right cheek winking. His hair is in need of a cut and curls over the neck of his suit.

      I suck in my breath. My God, the man is sex on a stick.

      I bookmark the picture for good measure before I force myself to change the page and search Google Images. I reluctantly type in his name, afraid of what I’ll see. The page refreshes and dozens of images of him pop up on the screen, most of them with a gorgeous woman draped on his arm or looking up in obvious adoration of him. I know I have no reason to be jealous—these pictures are dated—but I find myself rolling my shoulders to ease my agitation. Knowing I should close the page, I do just the opposite and find myself clicking on each picture. Staring. Comparing. None of the captions refer to the women as girlfriends, just dates or companions.

      I realize that most of his escorts are long, leggy blondes, stick thin, with some type of plastic enhancement. And all are drop-dead gorgeous. Much to my chagrin, I realize they look very similar to Haddie, except hers are real. Ironically, the pale hair next to his dark features makes him seem more aloof and edgier somehow.

      I note that each girl only seemed to exist in his life for a short period of time, except for one. I wonder why that is. Is she an escort? The one he takes when his other cookie-cutter blondes have fallen through and he needs a date? Or is she the one he keeps going back to because there is really something there? After clicking on several of their pictures together, I finally get a caption that offers her name. Tawny Taylor. The caller on his phone yesterday. What is she to Colton? I know I could dwell on this for hours so I force myself to push it to the back of my head and resolve to think about it at another time, even though I’m afraid to know the answer.

      I look like none of them. I may be tall, but I’m definitely not petite like them. I’m thin but I have curves in all the right places, unlike their ruler-straight physiques. I have an athletic body that I’m proud of—that I work hard to maintain—whereas they look like they have no need to even think about exercise. I have rich chocolate brown curly hair that stops midway down my back; it is unruly and a pain, but it suits me. I continue the comparisons until I tell myself that I need to just get off the page before I become depressed. That my hatred toward them has nothing to do with them in particular.

      I go back to Google and type in “Colton Donavan childhood.” The first few pages reference children’s organizations that he is involved with. I quickly scan through the links, looking for one mentioning his childhood.

      I finally find an old article written five years ago. Colton was interviewed in connection with a charity he was supporting that benefited new changes speeding up the adoption process.

      Q:  It is public knowledge that you were adopted, Colton. At what age?

      CD: I was eight.

      Q:  How was the adoption process for you? How would you have benefited from these new initiatives that this foundation supports?

      CD: I was lucky. My dad literally found me on his doorstep, took me in, for lack of a better term, and I was adopted shortly after that. I didn’t have to go through the lengthy process that occurs today. A process that makes kids who desperately crave a home, a sense of belonging, wait months to see if an application will be approved. The system needs to stop looking at these kids as cases, as paperwork to be stamped with approval after months of red tape, and start looking at them as delicate children who need to be an integral part of something. A part of a family.

      Q:  So what was your situation, prior to being adopted?

      CD: Let’s focus less on me and more on the passing of these new measures.

      Does he not want to talk about it because it draws attention away from the charity, or was it so bad he just doesn’t talk about it? I scan the rest of the article but there is nothing else about his childhood. So he was eight. That leaves a lot of time to be damaged, conditioned as he’s said, by whatever situation he was in.

      I stare at the screen for a couple of minutes imagining all kinds of things, mostly variations of the kids who have come through my care, and I shudder.

      I decide to look up his parents, Andy and Dorothea Westin. The pages are filled with Andy’s movie credits, Oscar nominations and wins, and top-grossing movies amongst other things. His family life is referenced here and there. He met Dorothea when she had a bit part in one of his movies. At the time she was Dorothea Donavan. Another piece clicks into place. I wonder why he uses his Mom’s surname and not his Dad’s. I continue scanning and see the basic Hollywood mogul background, less the tabloid drama or stints in rehab. There are a few mentions of his children, a son and a daughter, but nothing giving me the answers I’m looking for.

      I return to search again and scan through the different links that mention Colton’s name. I see snippets about a fight in a club, possible altercations with current-generation brat-pack actors, generous donations, and gushing comments from other racers about his skill and the charisma he brings to his sport that had been tinged after the CART and IRL league split years ago.

      I sigh loudly, my head filled with too much useless information. After over an hour of research, I still don’t know Colton much better than I did before. I don’t see anything to validate the warnings he keeps giving me. I can’t help myself. I open up the page again for CDE and click on the picture of him. I stare at it for sometime, studying every angle and every nuance of his face. I glance up and sadness fills my heart as the picture on my dresser of Max catches my eye. His earnest smile and blue eyes light up the frame.

      “Oh, Max,” I sigh, pressing the heel of my palm to my heart where I swear I can still feel the agony. “I will always miss you. Will always love you,” I whisper to him, “but it’s time I try to find me again.” I stare at his picture, remembering when it was taken, the love I felt then. Seconds tick by before I look back at my computer screen.

      I close my eyes and breathe deeply, strengthening my resolve as the song on my computer, Colton’s song, repeats itself for the umpteenth time. It’s time. And maybe Haddie is right. Colton may be the perfect person to help me find myself again. For however long he lets me, anyway.

      I look back at my phone, suppressing the overwhelming urge to text him back. To connect with him. If I’m going to do this, I at least need to make sure a couple things are on my terms.

      And chasing after him is definitely not going to allow me to achieve that.
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      I barely recognize the girl in the mirror who stares back at me. Once again, Haddie has gone all out with her preparations for the launch party tonight thrown by the public relations company she works for. She spent almost an hour blowing my ringlets out so that my hair hangs in a straight, thick curtain down my back. I keep staring at myself in the mirror, trying to adjust to this different person. My eyes are subtly smoked so the dark smudges have an opalescent quality, reflecting the violet in my irises. My lips are lined with nude liner and lip-gloss, making the slight touches of bronzed blush on my cheeks stand out.

      She has talked me into wearing a little black number that shows off more skin than I’m comfortable with. The bust of the dress runs into a deep V, hinting suggestively at my abundant bra-proffered cleavage without being trashy. The straps go over the shoulders and connect the non-existent back with thin gold chains that drape loosely and attach at the swell of my butt. I tug down on the hemline that falls mid-thigh, something I’m not altogether used to.

      I look again in the mirror and smile. This is not me, the girl I know. I sigh shakily as I add chandelier earrings to complete the look. This may not be me, I think, but this is the confident girl I want to be again. The new me who’s going to go out tonight, let loose, and have fun. The girl who has resolved to have a night of fun and gain some self-assurance before I undertake all that is Colton and his warning-laced pursuits.

      “Holy shit!” Haddie walks into my bathroom, a whistle blowing from her lips. “You look hot! I mean—” She stumbles over her words. “I’m at a loss here. I don’t think I have ever seen you this smokin’ sexy, Ry.” I smile widely at her praise. “You’re going to have them lining up tonight, baby. Hot damn, this is going to be fun to watch!”

      I laugh at her response, my self-esteem bolstered. “Thanks. You’re not so bad yourself,” I compliment her harlot-red dress that shows off all of her best assets. I slip my heels on, wincing and smirking at the memory of the last time I wore them. “Give me a sec and I’ll be ready.”

      I grab my clutch and stuff my driver’s license, money, and keys into it. When I grab my phone to place in the small purse, I realize I never asked Haddie about the voicemails from her that I’d listened to earlier.

      “Had? I never asked you what was so exciting about the event tonight. What hot celebrity did you guys secure as a carpet walker?”

      She gives me an enigmatic smile. “Oh, it fell through,” she dismisses casually. I shake off the feeling that for some reason she is laughing at me. I quirk my head at her and she turns around, “Let’s go!”
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      The entrance to the trendy club downtown is quite the spectacle with criss-crossing searchlights, velvet ropes, and a celebrity ready red carpet complete with a backdrop displaying Merit Rum, the new product being launched. We park in reserved spots for Haddie and her fellow PRX employees at the trendy, upscale hotel that owns and is connected to the club. Haddie flashes her credentials, which allows us to whisk past the hoopla, and within moments we are inside the crowded club, the dull throb of the music pulsing through my body.

      It has been years since I’ve been in a club like this and it takes me a while to acclimate to the dim lighting and loud music and not feel intimidated. I think Haddie realizes my nerves are kicking in and that my confidence is waning despite my sexed-up appearance. Within moments she has pushed us through the throng of people to the bar. With disregard to the numerous bottles of Merit lining the slick countertop, Haddie orders us each two shots of tequila.

      “One for luck.” She grins at me.

      “And one for courage,” I finish our old college toast. We clink glasses and toss back the liquid. It burns my throat. It’s been so long since I’ve done a shot of tequila, I wince at the burn and put the back of my hand to my mouth to try and somehow stifle it.

      “C’mon, Ryles,” Haddie shouts, unfazed by the liquor. “We’ve got one more to go!”

      I raise my glass, an intrepid smile on my face, tap it to hers, and we both toss them back. The sting of the second one isn’t as bad, and my body warms from the liquid, but it still tastes like shit.

      Haddie gives me a knowing glance and starts to giggle. “Tonight’s going to be fun!” She hugs her arm around me and squeezes. “It’s been so long since I’ve had my partner in crime back.”

      I flash a smile at her as I take in the club’s atmosphere. It’s a large room with purple, velvet-lined booths around the bottom floor. A glossy bar with a mirror placed behind it fills one whole wall, creating the illusion that the massive space is even larger. In the middle of the main floor is a large dance floor, complete with trussing lined moving head lights that are creating a dizzying array of colors. Stairs rise up from the floor to a raised VIP area where teal booths are sectioned off by velvet stanchions. In one section of the VIP area, a plexiglass partition allows all below to see the DJ spinning the music pumping through the club. Model-worthy waitresses flit around in hot pants and fitted tank tops, purple flowers adorning their hair. The club is swanky class with a touch of sophistication, despite the advertising for Merit Rum around the room.

      It’s nearing eleven o’clock, and I can see the crowd thickening, feel the pulsating energy. In the VIP area, there is a crowd of people gathered in one corner, and I wonder what trendy celebrity Haddie’s team has secured to promote their newest product. I’ve been to enough of these functions with her to know the drill. Hot celebrities shown taking photos with new product equals big-time press for not only the item but Haddie’s company as well.

      I take the glass Haddie hands me, my usual Tom Collins, and I sip from the straw as I point to the upper section. I raise my eyes in question rather than shout over the music that is starting to increase in volume as the club becomes more crowded. I figure we have about thirty minutes left until the decibels are so loud that the only way to communicate will be to yell.

      She leans over to talk in my ear. “Not sure. We have several people confirmed for tonight.” She shrugs a noncommittal answer. “Some surprises are in store as well.”

      I narrow my eyes at her, wondering why she is being vague. She just smiles broadly and tugs my hand to follow her. We navigate through the mob of people, moving together as one unit. I can feel the alcohol slowly starting to buzz through my body, warming me, easing my tension, and relaxing my nerves. For the first time in longer than I can remember, I feel sexy. I feel beautiful and sensual and at ease with those feelings.

      I squeeze Haddie’s hand as she pushes through to a purple booth, which is reserved for PRX staff. She looks back and smiles genuinely at me, realizing that I’m starting to relax. We break through the crowd to the booth to find two of Haddie’s colleagues there. I smile at them and say a quick hello, having met them before at previous events I’ve attended. I thank one of them for his compliments on my vamped-up style for the evening. As we sit down there is a large cheer from the other side of the room on the upper level where the crowd had been. I glance up to see what’s going on and notice nothing but a number of women showing way too much skin hoping for whatever hot item PRX has invited up there to take notice of them.

      I roll my eyes in disgust. “Fame whores,” I mouth to Haddie and she bursts out laughing.

      I finish my drink as the catchy beat of a Black Eyed Peas song fills the club. I start moving my hips to the tempo, and before I know it, I grab Haddie’s hand and drag her through the people out onto the dance floor. The surprised look on her face has me laughing as I close my eyes and let the music take me. We sing the words together, “I gotta feeling, that tonight’s gonna be a good night,” as we let loose on the dance floor.

      I haven’t felt this liberated in so long that I just want to suspend this moment in time. I want to capture it in my memory so the next time I start to fall into that dark place, this feeling can help me hold on to the light.

      Haddie and I move to the music, working our way through several songs, each one strengthening my confidence and increasing my fluidity on the floor. Several of her co-workers, Grant, Tamara, and Jacob, join us as the song switches to Too Close, an old song but one of my favorites. I flirtatiously dance with Grant, acting out the song with him. We laugh, our bodies rubbing innocently up against each other.

      I raise my arms over my head, crossing them at the wrists and swivel my hips to the rhythm, the alcohol buzzing through my system. I close my eyes, absorbing the atmosphere around me. A tingling sensation up my spine has me flashing my eyes back open.

      I look up, and despite the synchronized unison of the mass on the dance floor, I stop, frozen in place. I see Colton. He is standing on one of the stairways that angles down from the VIP section. He has a drink in one hand and his other arm drapes casually around the shoulder of a statuesque blonde. She is turned into him, her hand rubbing gently through the top unbuttoned portion of his dress shirt. Her face tilts up to him and even from a distance I can see her reverence and adoration, although he has his head turned away from her, laughing with a rakish man on his left. A large daunting man stands behind him, eyes scanning the crowd. His security, maybe? Colton flashes a smile at his male cohort, and it’s natural and unguarded, allowing me to momentarily appreciate his absolutely devastating looks. The blonde says something and Colton turns his attention back to her. She lifts her hand from his chest to rest on his cheek and lifts her face up, placing a slow, seductive kiss on his lips in ownership.

      My insides churn at the sight, clouding my vision so much that I don’t pay enough attention to see if Colton is encouraging and returning the kiss or merely just tolerating it. My mouth is suddenly dry. I am paralyzed as I watch him with her. Numb really. We’re not together—my constant refusal of him has not demonstrated that I want otherwise. And despite my intense and unfounded hurt right now, all I want is that to be me he is holding. Me he is kissing. In the seconds that all of this swirls within me, my hurt begins to shift to anger. How stupid was I to think a guy like him could actually want a girl like me when he could have a girl like her?

      I notice Haddie fall motionless in my periphery, taking notice of what I see. I’m about to turn to say something to her when Colton lifts his chin away from his arm candy, and looks up, his eyes locking onto mine. My heart skips over a beat and lodges itself in my throat. Despite the distance between us, I see shock flash in his eyes.

      Even though a fellow dancer jostles me, my eyes hold steadfast to his. I know I need to leave the floor before my emotions get the best of me and my threatening tears begin to fall, but I am riveted in place, unable to break the inescapable, magnetic pull he has over me. He releases his hold on the blonde immediately, discarding her easily. He hands his drink off to his male companion without looking and strides unfaltering down the stairs. His emerald eyes burn into mine, never losing our connection.

      As he reaches the dance floor, the music changes to a deep, pulsating throb enveloping Trent Reznor’s hypnotic voice. Without a word or a look, the horde of dancers seems to move apart as he stalks onto the floor toward me. His expression is indiscernible, the muscle pulsing at his jaw, the shadows from the lights playing over the angles of his face. His long legs eat up the distance quickly. Numerous people turn their heads in recognition, but the hungry look in his eyes stops them from approaching. Despite the music’s volume, I hear Haddie suck in a breath as he reaches me.

      All of the things I want to yell at him, all of the hurt I want to spew at him, disappears as he walks up to me, and without preamble grabs my hips in his hands, forcefully yanking me up against him. He holds me there, pressed against him, as his body starts to move, hips begin to grind into mine in sync to the punishing tempo of the song. I have no other option than to move with him, respond to the animalistic rhythm of his body. I slide my hands over his hands on my hips and lace my fingers through his, holding him.

      Holding on to the ride that is undeniably coming.

      Our eyes remain locked. My head tilts back to look up at him. His lips part slightly, and I can hear him hiss out as my hips respond to him. His eyes darken, glazing with desire, filling with heat—with a predatory need. His scorching look has my nipples tightening and my body becoming a melting mess of need in anticipation of his touch. Of his undoubted possession of me.

      I bite my bottom lip as he moves our combined hands from my hips to behind my back, kneading my backside through my dress, handcuffing me there. We continue to move as one with the music, the feeling of his firm, defined thighs pressing against mine. His arousal rubs against the lower part of my belly. He leans his face down so we are within inches of each other. I can smell the alcohol on his breath as he sighs.

      It is by far one of the most erotically sensual moments of my life. The rest of the world has fallen away. The intoxicating effect he has on my body blocks out the crowd around us, all looking our way, noticing me because of the man I am with. It’s just he and I— Moving. Responding. Arousing. Anticipating.

      The song comes to an end, but we remain entranced in each other’s spell. I breathe for what I feel like is the first time since we’ve touched, a long shaky breath. I don’t realize that the music has stopped, and that the event’s emcee is speaking over the microphone about the product of the evening. That except for the small crowd around us, the attention of the club has turned and is focused on the stage.

      Colton and I stand there, not moving, feeling like we are barely breathing despite our heaving chests, absorbing each other and the sparks of sexual tension that are igniting between us.

      “Colton! Hey, Colton,” a voice breaks through our connection, snapping me out of my spellbound state. Colton swivels his head to find one of the PRX staff calling his name. “It’s time. We need you on the stage. Now.”

      He nods curtly before looking back at me, eyes smoldering with an urgency that makes my insides shiver. He unlaces his fingers from mine, releasing his hold on my hands and pulls away slightly. The warmth of his body is gone immediately, but my body is still humming from the connection, aching with need. He gives me a slow, suggestive smile and shakes his head softly. At me? At his own thoughts? At which one I’m not sure.

      He reaches up a hand and tugs on my hair, his eyebrows quirk up as if to ask me why the change in my hair. I shrug shyly at him, words escaping me. His name is called again. He turns to go, but not before I watch the transition on his face from the Colton Donavan I know to the public persona. Aloof and untouchable. Sexy and untamable.

      We haven’t uttered a single word, and yet I feel like we’ve said so much.

      I watch his broad shoulders as he walks through the crowd toward the stage, his bodyguard falling in step beside him, pushing back the swarming people. I watch the spectacle and a little part of me smiles about the fact that I’ve seen the real Colton. At least, I hope I have.

      Before I can finish watching his ascent to the makeshift stage, Haddie has me firmly by the arm and is pulling me from the dance floor. My resistance is futile as she drags me down a corridor, past the line for the bathrooms, and toward a small alcove near the exit. She spins me to face her, an incredulous look on her face.

      “Ow, you’re hurting me!” I snap at her, yanking my arm away, not exactly thrilled at being taken away from watching Colton.

      “What. The. Fuck. Was. That?” she asks, each word a staccato. I don’t even know how to answer her. I think I’m still under his spell. “Holy shit, Rylee! You two were basically fucking each other with your eyes. I mean, I felt uncomfortable watching you, like I was peeping into your bedroom,” she rambles on as she does when excited, “and you know I never get uncomfortable.” She leans back against the wall and tilts her head up to the ceiling, an unbelieving look on her face.

      I stand there and stare at her. I don’t know how to answer her, so she continues. “I knew you said you guys had made out,” she continues, ignoring the childlike snort of laughter that comes from me, “but you never told me that there was … that spark … that chemistry … such intensity … My God! I mean, I was hoping when you saw him that—”

      “What?” Her last sentence triggers my brain to function. “What do you mean you were hoping?”

      She smiles sheepishly at me. “Well …”

      What the fuck is going on here? “Quit stalling, Montgomery!”

      “Well, I was calling you last night to tell you we had landed him as a guest—Merit’s one of his new sponsors. Anyway, I called just because I was excited. I thought we could sit back and lust after him tonight—I didn’t know anything about what had happened. I talked to Dane and that was when I found out you were out with him.” Her words are tumbling out now. I nod at her to continue, my eyes narrowed, lips pursed. “Then you came home and everything unfolded …”

      “And what? You decided not to tell me because …”

      “Well,” she contemplates, “After you told me everything, I had no idea that you two—your connection—is that magnetic. That captivating. I thought maybe if you saw him here, I could help you—I could push the issue. Help you have some fun.”

      I blow out a loud breath, silently staring at her. I know she means well, but at the same time, I don’t need my hand held like a child. I’m mad at her. Mad at Colton for being here with that bimbo. Mad at him for waltzing up to me and taking hold of me as if I belonged to him. Mad at him for making me want him so badly my insides are burning. Silence settles over us.

      “Don’t be mad, Ry. I’m sorry. I was doing it from a good place.” She bites her bottom lip, pouting at me, knowing I can never stay mad at her. I smile softly, forgiving her.

      I sag back against the wall and close my eyes, listening to the cheering of the crowd at something the emcee said. The question rattling around my brain comes to the surface. “Who’s his plus one?” I ask, referring to the blonde. Is she one of his permanent go-to girls that know there is no hope of commitment? Someone he picked up in the club? Why is he kissing her if he is telling me he wants me? Did he not ask me because I’m not enough—pretty enough, sexy enough, glamorous enough—to be on his arm in public?

      “Does it matter?” she sputters, “I mean, Jesus, Rylee, you two are—”

      “Who?”

      “Not sure.” She shakes her head. “His people just asked for clearance for ten. No names were given.”

      I let out a slew of curses that make no sense, it’s just something I do when upset. Haddie eyes me cautiously. “Talk to me, Ryles,” she urges. “What’s going on in that head of yours?”

      “I’m not lying to myself, am I?” Haddie looks at me, confusion etched on her face. “I mean, I’m not making it up? The chemistry? Colton?”

      “Are you crazy?” she stammers, grabbing me by the shoulder and giving me a little shake. “I thought you two were going to spontaneously combust out there! How can you question it?”

      The crowd erupts again, the sound echoing down the hallway. I can hear Colton’s voice on the microphone. The rasp of his voice pulls at me. The crowd cheers again at something he says, and I wait for the noise to subside some before I can continue. “If he’s that into me. If there is that much chemistry … then why is he here with that blonde? Kissing her? Why not ask me? Or am I just the girl he wants to fuck on the side?” The confusion and hurt are evident in my voice.

      Haddie twists her lips up as she thinks about my comments. “I don’t know, Rylee. There are so many scenarios here.” I raise my eyebrows as if I don’t believe her. “He could have already had her as a date before he met you. Or he could really want you and she could be the piece on the side until you say yes.”

      I snort again. “Really? Did you see her?”

      “Have you seen you?” she rebukes. “Have you looked in the mirror, Ry? You’re gorgeous on a normal day and you look unbelievable tonight! I’m kind of getting sick of telling you that. When are you going to start believing it?” I roll my eyes at her like a child. She ignores me. “She could be one of his arrangements? Or maybe she is a fame whore who met him here? Or maybe she’s a friend.”

      “When’s the last time you kissed a friend like that?” I snip. She just stares at me, arms folded across her chest. “What am I supposed to do?”

      “I’d say keep doing what you’re doing. He obviously likes you, including your stubborn streak and smart mouth.”

      “But, how do I—what do I?”

      “Rylee, if you’re mad at him, be mad at him. It hasn’t stopped you from saying something to him before, and he still wants you. Just because you’ve decided to sleep with him doesn’t—”

      “How do you know I’ve decided that?”

      “Oh, honey, it’s written all over your face—and your body for that matter. Besides, anyone watching that display out there already thinks that you have.” She laughs sympathetically at me as my eyes widen. “Look, Ry, every girl in this club would fall into line if he snapped his fingers. Everyone, that is, but you. He’s the one pursuing you. How many times in his life do you think a woman has said no to him? Has walked away from him? Maybe he likes that. And if he does, don’t change it just because you’ve decided you want to do the deed with him.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      “But that’s just it,” I confess. “Am I a challenge or does he really want me? And if it does happen, then will the challenge be over and then he’ll be done with me?”

      “Honestly, who the fuck cares?” she castigates me. “You always overthink, overanalyze everything, Ry. Just forget your head for once, ignore its sensible warnings, and follow what your body wants. Follow Colton’s lead, for God’s sake.” I let out a shaky sigh, heeding her words. “Be yourself, Rylee. That’s what he’s liked all along.”

      I nod my head several times, looking at her. A timid smile forms on my face. “Maybe you’re right.”

      “Well, hallelujah!” she yells, flailing her hands over her head. “You finally listened.” She grabs my hand and starts tugging me down the hallway. “Let’s get you freshened up, get you some more liquid courage, and see where the evening and Mr. Sexy Colton lead you.”
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      It’s been about an hour since Haddie’s pep talk, and my confidence, bolstered by my steady intake of alcohol, is back in full force. We have danced and socialized with some of her co-workers and are now sitting at the purple booth, taking a breather before hitting the floor again. I have tried desperately to not search out Colton. Tried to ignore the fact that he is probably kissing her somewhere in the vicinity. But I do catch my eyes flitting here and there whenever I see a big mob of people. I also note Haddie watching me as I look for him, so I try to sneak glances and be subtle about it. She assures me that he is probably busy with Merit Rum executives. I appreciate the explanation, her trying to make me feel better, so I just push him out of my head. Or try to, with the aid of Tom Collins.

      Haddie’s drinks have disappeared at a much slower pace than mine since she is technically “at work” and wants to make sure she has her wits about her. I have a steady buzz, but I’m not drunk. I hate the lack of control that comes with drinking too much alcohol. She is laughing at me as I ask her for the third time to explain a situation with a pretentious A-lister she had to deal with earlier in the week.

      “Rylee, my dear, you are—”

      “Excuse us ladies, would you mind if we joined you?” I turn to see two attractive gentlemen behind me.

      Haddie raises her eyebrows at me in question and looks back at the taller one who’d spoken. “By all means, gentlemen,” she answers, a slow, sexy smile growing on her lips. “I’m Haddie and my friend here is Rylee.” She nods at me as they slide into the booth with us. The tall, dark haired one sits next to Haddie and the other, a blond haired surfer type, sits next to me in the open-ended booth. He has a kind, nervous smile and takes a long sip of his drink.

      “Hi, Rylee, my name’s Sam.” He holds out his hand to mine, and I shake it, giving him a shy smile. I glance over to see Haddie engaged in conversation with his pal, her giggly, flirty face on. “So uh, I would offer to buy you a drink, but I can see your glass is already full.”

      “Thanks.” I lower my gaze from his and bring my glass to my mouth to take a timid sip through my straw.

      “Crazy crowded here tonight.”

      “Yeah, I know,” I shout over the noise.

      He says something else to me, but I’m not sure what because a loud cheer erupts from the booth next to us. I hold my hand to my ear, indicating that I can’t hear him. He scoots closer, placing his arm behind me on the booth and leans in. “I said that you seem to be having a good time and that I noticed you earlier and am glad I—”

      “The lady’s with me.” I suck in my breath at the sound of Colton’s steely voice, the threat in his words clear. My eyes snap up to meet Haddie’s, and I see delight flash in them before she gives me a careful, reassuring look. My heart is beating at a frantic pace, my skin laced with goose bumps, and all because I am so damn attuned to him and his body’s proximity.

      I slowly turn to face him, effectively turning my back to press into Sam’s chest, his arm across the back of the booth brushing over my shoulder. I raise my eyes to meet Colton’s and try to ignore the pang of lust that shoots straight toward the juncture of my thighs. His hair is a tad mussed, his shirtsleeves are rolled up to the elbow, that muscle I find so damn sexy is pulsing in his jaw, and his eyes smolder with annoyance. I’ve had just enough alcohol to feel defiant, to test just how irritated Colton really is.

      “I’m with you?” I ask, my voice laced with sarcasm. I can feel Sam’s body tense behind me and shift nervously, unaware of the chess game he is currently a pawn in, as Colton’s eyes narrow at me. “Really? Because I thought you were with her.” I shift to the side to look behind him, looking for her. I raise my eyebrows and continue, “You know, the blonde from earlier?”

      “Cute, Rylee,” he spits out impatiently. I see his eyes shift, lock with Sam’s behind me, and deliver the hands-off warning.

      I’m irritated that he’s been all over the club for the past hour and a half, doing God knows what with the blonde, and yet he thinks he can waltz up and lay claim to me? I don’t think so. I reach back and place my hand on Sam’s knee and squeeze it gently. “Don’t worry, Sam, I’m not with him.” I make my voice loud enough that Colton can hear me. I see Haddie’s eyes widen as I hear a low growl from Colton. I can feel Sam flinch against me. I turn back to Colton, defiance in my smirk and challenge in my eyes.

      “Don’t push me, Rylee. I don’t like sharing.” I can see him clench and unclench his fists. “You. Belong. With. Me.”

      I quirk my eyebrows up, my insolence mounting. “How so, Ace?” I watch his eyes focus on the hand I’ve kept on Sam’s knee. “Last night you were with me, and tonight you’re with her.” I shrug calmly at him, although inside I’m anything but—my heart is racing and my breath has quickened. “Seems to me like—She. Belongs. With. You,” I mimic childishly.

      Colton drags a hand through his hair and gives an exasperated sigh as his eyes flicker over everyone in the booth. I can see him try to rein in his frustration and at having to have this conversation in front our little audience. “Rylee.” He blows air out in a sigh. “You—You...” he looks around, out into the crowd and then his eyes finally come back to mine “...you test me on every level. Push me away,” he grunts, realizing he is saying this out loud. “What am I supposed to think?”

      I look him up and down, my mouth twisting in thought. I’m kind of enjoying toying with him, making the man who is so sure of himself, who always gets what he wants, have to work at something. “I’m not sure if I want you yet,” I bait him. I hear Haddie suck in her breath at my flippant comment and the ice clink in Sam’s glass as he anxiously drinks what’s left. “A girl’s allowed to change her mind,” I taunt, tilting my head as I regard him. “We’re notorious for it.”

      “Among other things,” he says dryly, taking a drink, watching me from over the rim of his glass. “Two can play this game, Ryles,” he cautions, “and I think I have a lot more experience at it than you do.”

      My bravado falters slightly from the warning look in his eyes. I withdraw my hand from Sam’s knee and scoot toward the edge of my seat, my eyes never wavering from his. We stay like this for several moments. “You’re playing hard to get, Rylee,” he admonishes.

      I glance over at Haddie who’s face is impassive, but her eyes tell me she can’t believe what is unfolding. I stand up to face him, squaring my shoulders, defiantly raising my chin. “And your point is?”

      He tsks at me, shaking his head, and takes a step closer. “I hope you’re enjoying yourself because it’s quite a show you’re putting on here.” He puts a finger under my chin, lifting it so my eyes meet his. “I don’t play games, Rylee,” he warns, his voice just loud enough for me to hear, “and I won’t tolerate them played on me.” Sexual tension radiates between us. The air is thick with it.

      I breathe in a slow, calculated breath, trying to form an intelligent answer as his proximity clouds my thoughts and heightens my senses. “Well, thanks for the update.” I slap a hand on his chest and lean in a little closer, my lips near his ear. “I’ll let you in on a little something as well, Ace. I don’t like being made to feel like I’m sloppy seconds to your blonde bevy of babes.” I step back, forcing a confident smirk on my face. “You’re developing a pattern of wanting me right after I know you’ve been with another. That’s a habit you’re going to need to break or nothing else is going to happen here,” I finish, gesturing between the two of us as I raise my eyebrows. “That is, if I want it to at all.” His lips curl.

      God, he is gorgeous! Even when he is smoldering with anger, he emits a raw sensuality that my body has a hard time ignoring. I turn to glance at Haddie for encouragement as I hear his name being called by a seductive voice. “Colt, baby?”

      The words make me want to vomit.

      I turn back to him to see a well-manicured hand slide in between his arm and his torso, splaying over his chest. I see him tense at the touch, his eyes guarded in reaction, and he throws back the rest of his drink, hissing at the sting of it between clenched teeth. I proceed to watch as the blonde from earlier slithers up next to him, eyeing me up and down pityingly, trying to stake her claim. I see the spark in her eye when she recognizes that I’m the one he left her for on the stairs. If looks could kill, I’d be dead. But despite it all, Colton’s eyes remain steadfast on mine.

      I am nauseated by the sight of her hands on him and the thought of him giving any attention to her. I shake my head in condemnation as I cluck my tongue. “Case in point,” I say. I glance back at Haddie and the two men sitting with us. “I apologize, but please excuse me.” Haddie starts to gather her purse, concern on her face, and I subtly shake my head for her to stay.

      I turn back and look at Colton one last time, hoping my eyes portray the message I’m sending. Here’s your choice. Me or her. You pick. Right now. Last chance.

      I avert my eyes, breaking our connection. He stands static with the blonde draped over him like a cheap jacket. I guess he’s made his decision. I try to calmly exit the booth. Try to flee from the dangerous path that I undoubtedly know he will lead me down.

      Once I feel like I’m clear from view, I blindly push my way through the mass of people, hurt bubbling up inside me. My heart aches from the knowledge that I’ll never be able to compete with someone like her. Never. I try to contain it as I push my way to the bar, wanting to numb the feelings I let myself believe were valid. Were reciprocated. Were possible again.

      Shit! I swallow back the threatening tears as I squeeze into an open space at the crowded bar and by some miracle the bartender is right in front of me. “What’ll you have?” he asks above the noise.

      I stare at him a moment, contemplating my options. I opt for quick and numbing. “Shot of tequila please,” I request, garnering the attention of the man standing next to me. I can feel him looking me up and down, and I roll my shoulders, bristling at the unwanted attention.

      The bartender slides a shot of tequila across the bar to me and I grab it, looking at it for a moment, silently saying our toast. Right now I definitely need the courage portion. Even if it’s false courage. I toss it back without hesitation and scrunch my face up at the burn. I close my eyes as its warmth slides down my throat and settles in my belly. I sigh deeply before opening my eyes, ignoring the offer of another drink from the man beside me.

      I grab my phone out of my purse and text Haddie that I’m fine, to enjoy herself, and I’ll see her at home. I know that if she weren’t here for work, she’d be at my side taking me home.

      I glance up from my phone to look for the bartender. I need another shot. Something to numb the rejection. My eyes flicker down the length of the bar when I see Colton striding purposefully toward me.

      Despite the hope surging inside of me, I mutter, “Fuck!” and throw some cash on the bar before turning on my heel and veering toward the closest exit. I find one quickly, and shove open the doors. I find myself in an empty, darkened corridor, relieved when the door shuts behind me, muffling the pulsating music. My moment of solitude is fleeting as the door is thrown open moments later, Colton pushing through. We lock eyes—I can see the anger in his and I hope he can see the hurt in mine—before I turn my back to him and rush down the hallway.

      I let out a strangled cry in frustration as Colton catches up to me and grabs my arm, spinning me around to face him. Our ragged breathing is the only sound in the hallway as we glare at each other, tempers flaring.

      “What the fuck do you think you’re doing?” he growls at me, his grip on my arm holding firm.

      “Excuse me?” I sputter.

      “You have an annoying little habit of running away from me, Rylee.”

      “What’s it to you, Mr. I-Send-Mixed-Signals?” I throw back at him, wrenching my arm from his grip.

      “You’re one to talk, sweetheart. Is that guy—is he what you really want, Rylee?” He says my name like a curse. “A quick romp with Surfer Joe? You want to fuck him instead of me?” I can hear the edge in his voice. The threat. In this dark corridor, his features hidden by shadows, his eyes glistening, he is every bit the intimidating bad boy that the tabloids hint at.

      “Isn’t that what you want from me, Colton? A quick fuck to boost that fragile ego of yours? It seems you spend an awful lot of time trying to placate that weakness of yours.” I hold his glare. “Besides, why do you care what I do? If I recall correctly, you were pretty occupied with the blonde on your arm.”

      He clenches and unclenches his jaw regarding me, rolling his head back and forth on his shoulder before answering me. “Raquel? She’s inconsequential,” he states as a simple matter of fact.

      I can take that answer so many ways, and all of them paint his opinion of women in a less than stellar light.

      “Inconsequential?” I question, “Is that what I’d be to you after you fuck me?” I stand my ground, shoulders squared. “Inconsequential?”

      He stands there seething. At me? At my response? He takes a step toward me and I retreat, my back pressing into the wall behind me. I have nowhere left to run. He reaches out a hand and pulls it back in indecision, the muscles in his jaw clenching, the pulse in his throat pounding. He angles his head to the side, closing his eyes, swearing silently to himself. He looks back at me—frustration, anger, desire, and so much more burning in the depths of his eyes. Their intensity as they look into mine is unnerving, as if he is asking for my consent. I nod my head subtly, giving him the permission to take. The next time he reaches out, there is no hesitation.

      Within a beat, his lips are on mine. All of the pent up frustration, irritation, and antagonism of the evening explodes as our lips clash, hands fist, and souls ignite. There is nothing gentle about our union. Rapacious need burns through me as one of his hands snakes around my back, grasps my neck and yanks me against him so his mouth can plunder mine. His other hand slides between the wall and my arching back, splaying against me in ownership. Gone are the gentle sips and the soft caresses from yesterday.

      His lips slant over mine and his tongue darts in my mouth, tangling, teasing, and tormenting mine. His hands slide over mine where they’re fisted in his shirt. He grabs my wrists and pulls them over my head, presses them to the wall, and handcuffs them with one of his hands. He brings his free hand down and cups my jaw as he breaks from our kiss. He draws his face back and his eyes, darkened and vibrant with arousal, hold mine.

      “Not inconsequential, Rylee. You could never be inconsequential.” He shakes his head subtly, the vibration of his voice resonating in me. He rests his forehead to mine, our noses brushing each other’s. “No—you and me—together,” he grinds the words out, “that would make you mine.” His words feather over my face, enter my soul, and take hold. “Mine,” he repeats, making sure that I understand his intentions.

      I close my eyes to savor the words. To relish the thought of Colton wanting me to be his mine. Our foreheads remain touching as I surrender to the moment, to the feeling, and to the easing of doubts. He steps back from me and gently releases my hands from above my head. Our eyes stay connected and I see what I think is a momentary flash of fear blaze through his.

      I reach out tentatively to him and touch his hips, working my hands under his untucked shirt so that I can place my hands on his skin. So that I can feel this vibrant, virile man beneath my fingertips. It’s always been his hands on my skin. Him in control. I haven’t had the chance to appreciate the feel of him beneath my palms yet.

      I find my purchase, my fingers caressing the firm warmth of his defined muscles as they tense at my touch. I slowly run them up the front of his torso, feeling each delineation, each breath he takes in reaction to my touch. It’s a heady feeling to hear his response, see his pupils dilate in desire, as I glide my hands from his pecs, smoothing them over ribs and under his arms to scrape my nails up the plains of his back.

      He closes his eyes momentarily in rapture, clearly enjoying my slow, teasing assault on his senses. I lean up on my toes and hesitantly lean into him and brush my lips against his. I press my hands into his shoulders, pulling his body into mine. I slant my mouth over his and run the tip of my tongue over his bottom lip.

      His fingers slowly brush against my cheeks, his palms resting on the line of my jaw to frame my face as he tenderly deepens the kiss. His lips sipping, his tongue slowly, sweetly parting my lips and melding with mine. His quiet affection touches me in my core, slowly unraveling me and winding me into a ball of need. He takes my breath away with each caress. I sigh into the kiss, my fingers digging into his shoulders, the only sign of my impending impatience at wanting more. At needing more.

      I can feel Colton’s struggle to control his need, his body taut beneath my hands, his impressive erection pressing into my belly. He continues his tender and unrelenting assault on my senses by concentrating solely on my mouth. Seducing my lips. His breath is mine. His action is my reaction.

      He stops abruptly, placing his two hands on the wall beside my shoulders and braces himself, letting his forehead drop to my shoulder so that his nose and mouth are buried in the nape of my neck. I feel his chest heaving for air like mine, and I’m relieved that he appears to be as affected by this encounter as I am. I’m a little confused by his actions, but I take the moment to allow him to collect himself while I settle my racing heart. I subconsciously squeeze my knees together to try and quiet the relentless pressure at the delta between by thighs.

      I can feel the warmth of his breath as he pants against my neck, struggling for control. “Sweet Jesus, Rylee,” he murmurs as he shakes his head, rolling it on my shoulder before scattering innocent kisses along my collarbone. “We need to get out of here before you unman me in the hallway.”

      He raises his head to look at me as I still from his words. There is no doubt that this is what I want. That he is who I want. But I can’t deny the fact that I’m nervous—anxious—afraid I’ll disappoint him with my lack of experience in this department.

      “Come.” He doesn’t give me time to speak before he grabs my hand, wraps his arm around my shoulder, pulling me into him, and walks us deeper into the corridor. “I have a room here for the night.” His strong arm helps support me, leading me toward my apple in the Garden of Eden.

      I follow obediently, trying to quiet the doubt and noise in my mind, for it is actively chattering away now that his mouth is not on mine, blunting my ability to reason. We quickly make it to an elevator at the end of the hallway and within seconds we are stepping in. Colton pulls a key card out of his pocket and inserts it into the panel, effectively unlocking the top floor. The penthouse.

      He steps back toward me as the elevator lifts and places a hand on the small of my back. The silence between us is audible and only intensifies the butterflies that are churning in my stomach. “Why the change?” Colton asks as he tugs on my straightened hair, trying to ease my mounting anxiety.

      “Just trying to fit the mold,” I quip reflexively, referring to the numerous pictures on the Internet of him with straight haired women. His brow furrows, trying to figure out what I mean, when I offer up, “Sometimes change is good.”

      He uses his hand on my back to turn me toward him. He angles his head down so that we are eye to eye. “I like your curls,” he says softly, my ego preening from the compliment. “They suit you.” Now that he has me positioned, he raises a hand up to wipe an errant strand off my face. He then places his fingers on the side of my jaw and holds me there, his eyes searching mine. “You have one chance to walk away,” he warns me as the elevator alerts us we’re at his floor. The husky tone of his voice wreaking havoc on my willpower.

      My heart beats erratically. I shake my head in unconvincing acceptance when I can’t find the words to speak to him.

      He ignores the opening elevator door behind him and continues to look intently into my eyes. “I won’t be able to walk away, Rylee,” he says as he scrunches up his eyes as if the admission is painful. He blows out a loud breath, releasing me and running his fingers through his hair. He turns his back to me, reaches out, and stabs the door open button, bracing his hands against the elevator wall. His broad shoulders fill the small space. His head hangs down as he mulls over his next words. “I want to take my time with you, Rylee. I want to build you up nice and slow and sweet like you need. Push you to crash over that edge. And then I want to fuck you the way I need to. Fast and hard until you’re screaming my name. The way I’ve wanted to since you fell out of that storage closet and into my life.”

      I have to bite my lower lip to stifle a groan. I fight the need to sag against the wall for some kind of relief.

      “Once we leave this elevator, I don’t think I’ll have enough control to stop … to pull away from you, Rylee. I. Can’t. Resist. You.” His voice is pained, quiet, and chock-full of conviction. He turns back to me, his face filled with emotion. His eyes reflecting a man tinkering on the edge of losing control. “Decide, Rylee. Yes. Or. No.”
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      I look up at him through my lashes, my bottom lip between my teeth, and nod in consent. When he continues to look at me, I find my voice and try to push the nerves out of it. “Yes, Colton.”

      His mouth crushes down on mine instantly, his hunger palpable as he pulls me out of the elevator toward the penthouse. I giggle freely as he tries to insert the key in the door while trying to keep his lips on mine. He finally gets the key in and the door opens as we continue our ungraceful entrance, mouths never leaving each other’s. He kicks the door shut and presses me up against it, his hands sandwiched between the door and my butt. His fingers grip my flesh fervently, pressing me into his muscular frame.

      I lose myself in him. In his touch, his heat, his quiet words of praise as he rains kisses over my lips and neck and the bare skin in the deep V of my dress. I turn myself over to the moment and experience what it is to feel again. To want again.

      I clumsily try to unbutton his shirt, needing to feel his skin against mine but am hindered by his constantly moving arms that are running fervently over every inch of bare skin that his fingers can touch. His lips find my spot just under my jaw line, and I forget the buttons and fist my hands in his shirt as sensation overwhelms me. Consumes me. A strangled cry escapes my mouth, little explosions detonating from my neck down into the pit of my belly.

      Colton presses his hands to my backside again, and I wrap my legs around his hips at the same time he lifts me up. One hand supports my back while the other dips beneath the fabric of my dress to palm my breast. I bow into him as his thumb and forefinger rub my pebbled nipple. The electric shock of his touch spreads heat to my sex and wildfire to my senses.

      Colton starts to move while holding me, his lips feasting on the ever-sensitive line of my shoulder, his erection pressing between my thighs. With every step he takes, he rubs against me, creating a glorious friction against my clit. I press into him, a ball of tension building, surmounting, and edging toward my need for release.

      We enter the bedroom of the suite, and despite the overabundance of sensations surging through me, I’m still nervous. He stops at the edge of the bed, and I lower my legs, dropping my feet to the floor. I resume my attempt to free him of his shirt, and this time I’m successful. He lets go of me, momentarily stepping back as he slips his arms out and lets the shirt fall to the floor.

      I get my first glimpse of Colton’s naked torso, and he is utterly magnificent. His golden skin covers the well-defined muscles of his abdomen. His strong shoulders taper down to a narrowed waist, which give way to that sexy V that sinks below where his slacks hang. On his left flank is a tattoo of some sort, but I am unable to make out what it is. He has a slight sprinkling of hair on his chest and then below his belly button, amidst tightened abs, he has a sexy little trail of hair that disappears beneath his waistband. If my hormones weren’t raging already, the sight of him alone would have sent my system into overdrive.

      I drag my gaze back up his torso and meet his eyes. He looks back at me, eyes drugged with desire, enflamed with lust. A sexy grin spreads across his mouth as he pushes off his shoes and removes his socks before approaching me again. He raises his hands to my face and frames it, his mouth on mine in a slow, tormenting kiss that has me pressing into him. His hands slide from my face, down my shoulders, and make the slow descent down my torso until fabric gives way to the bare skin of my thighs.

      “God, Rylee, I want to feel your skin on mine.” His fingers play with the hem of my dress momentarily before grabbing it and slowly lifting. “Feel your body beneath me.” His words are hypnotic. Inviting. “My cock buried in you,” he murmurs against my lips before he leans back a fraction, his eyes never leaving mine, to pull the dress over my head.

      I start to take my high heels off, but Colton reaches down to grab my hand before I can reach my shoe. “Uh-uh,” he tells me, smiling lasciviously. “Leave them on.”

      I suck in my breath, insecurities rearing their ugly head as I stand before him in a bra, a scrap of lace as an excuse for panties, and my stilettos. “I think—”

      “Sh-sh-sh,” he whispers against my lips. “Don’t think, Rylee. The time for thinking is over.” He steps us backwards, the back of my knees hitting the bed, and he slowly lays me down, his mouth still lacing me with kisses. “Just feel,” his husky voice demands of me. One of his hands cups the back of my neck while the other roams slowly down to the black lace of my bra and over my rib cage before starting the path back up again. A moan escapes my lips. I need his touch like I need my next breath.

      “Let me look at you,” he whispers, leaning back on his elbow. “God, you are beautiful.”

      I freeze at the words, wanting to hide the scars that mar my abdomen, wanting to twist away so that I’m not asked, not reminded. I do none of that though. Instead, I remind myself to breathe as his eyes wander down my body. I know the moment he sees them; shock flickers across his face before his eyes flash back to mine, concern etched in his brow.

      “Rylee? What—”

      “Not now,” I tell him before I reach out and grab his neck, yanking him to me in a demanding kiss that obliterates all sense of control. Quiets all questions before they can be asked. A carnal passion ignites within me as I take hold of him—kissing, caressing, digging fingernails into his steeled skin. A feral growl comes from deep within him as his tongue skims a trail down my neck. He palms my breast, slipping the finger beneath the lace and pushing the cup below it. His mouth teases on its descent down before closing over the tight bud of my nipple.

      I cry out in ecstasy as he laves my breast, sucking it into his hot, greedy mouth. His hand assaults my other breast, rolling my nipple between his thumb and forefinger—blurring the fine line between pleasure and pain. His acute attention to my sensitive buds mainlines a fire to my sex. It clenches, throbs, and moistens, silently begging him for more to push me over the edge. I shift beneath him to try and ease the intense ache that is building, but the coils of craving are so strong my breath pants out erratically.

      I tangle my fingers in his hair as he moves from my chest, sucking, kissing, and nipping his way down my abdomen. I fist my hands in it and grate in a sharp breath as he deliberately lays a row of kisses along my worst scar. “So beautiful,” he repeats to me again as he continues his tormenting descent. He stills at the top of my panties, and I can feel the smile form on his lips from his mouth pressed against my skin.

      He looks up at me, a mischievous grin lighting his face. “I hope you’re not overly fond of these.” I don’t even have a chance to respond before he rips the panties off of me. A low satisfied purr comes from the back of his throat as he trails a finger down the small strip of curls beneath the material. “I like this,” he growls at me, his finger tracing below the strip where I’m void of hair, “and I like this even more.”

      My breath catches as he slips a finger between my folds, sliding it slowly back and forth. “Oh God,” I groan as I grip my hands into the sheets of the bed, ecstasy detonating in sparks of white hot flashes behind my closed eyelids.

      Colton sucks in an audible breath as he slips a finger tantalizingly slowly into my passage. “Rylee,” he groans, the break in his voice as he says my name betrays his front of control. “Look how wet you are for me, baby. Feel how tight you grip me.” I arch my back, shoulders pressing into the mattress as his finger leisurely circles inside of me, grazing over that sweet spot deep along my front wall before deliberately withdrawing, only to start the whole exquisite process again.

      “The things I want to do to this tight little pussy of yours,” he murmurs as I feel his other hand part me again. His blunt words turn me on. Incite feelings I didn’t expect. I writhe beneath him as the cool air of the room hits my swollen folds. “Look at me, Rylee. Open your eyes so I can see you when my mouth takes you.”

      It takes everything I can to snap out of my pleasure induced coma and open my eyes. He looks up at me through hooded lids from between my thighs. “That’s it, baby,” he croons as his head drifts down until I feel the warm heat of his mouth as it captures my nerve laden nub at the same time he slips two fingers in me.

      I cry out, throwing my head back as a raging inferno blasts through my center—taking, possessing, building. “Look at me!” he growls again. I open my eyes, the eroticism of watching him watch me as he pleasures me is more than I’ve ever known.

      His tongue laves lazily back and forth, over and around as his fingers continue their delicious internal massage. He withdraws and then pushes back in, his fingers leisurely rubbing my walls within. I buck my hips up against him, begging for more pressure as I tinker on the edge of losing my sanity.

      “Oh, Rylee, you are so responsive,” he praises. “So fucking sexy.” As he replaces the warmth of his mouth with the pad of his thumb, the tempo and friction of skin on skin is exactly what I need. He slides up my body as his fingers continue their mind-blowing torture on my sex, his lips kissing, nipping, and licking until he reaches my face. Making me want like I’ve never wanted before.

      “Let go, Rylee,” he demands with his erection pressing deliciously into my side. “Feel again, sweetheart,” he murmurs as my hands wrap around his shoulders, fingernails scoring his sweat-ridden skin. The ball of tension mounts, begging for release. I buck my hips wildly against him, his fingers increasing their tempo, rubbing, penetrating, driving me into a rapturous oblivion.

      “Come for me, Rylee,” he growls as I reach the edge and scream out in release as my orgasm explodes within me, crashes around me, and ripples through every nerve and sinew in my body. My muscles flex reactively, clamping down on his fingers, causing him to groan at the sensation. “That’s it baby, that’s it,” he croons as he helps me ride out the rippling waves of my climax.

      I feel the bed dip as he leaves it, causing my eyes to fly open. He looks down at me, satisfaction on his face and desire in his eyes, as he slowly unbuckles his pants. “You are breathtaking,” he praises as I watch him, struggling to catch my panting breath. “I can’t figure out which is hotter, Rylee, watching you come or making you come.” His eyes sparkle with his libidinous thoughts. “I guess I’ll have to do it again to figure it out.” He flashes a wicked grin at me, full of challenge. My muscles coil tightly at his words, and I’m startled that he has me so worked up that my body’s churning to come again. I bite my lip as he pulls his pants down with his boxer briefs, his impressive erection springing free.

      Holy shit!

      He smirks at me as if he can read my thoughts and crawls on the bed with his lean, firm thighs. He grabs one of my splayed feet by the heel of my shoe and laces a row of kisses up my calf, stopping at my knee to caress his fingers at the sensitive underside before continuing the dizzying ascent of his mouth up my thigh. He stops at my apex and kisses me lightly there, swirling his finger gently over my sex, tickling, taunting, testing.

      I grip my hand in his hair. “Colton,” I pant out, his slight touch on my sensitized flesh almost more that I can bear.

      He looks up at me as he plants another kiss on my strip of hair. “I just want to make sure that you’re ready, baby,” he replies, pulling a wet finger from my core. “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      A dozen things flit through my mind as I watch him slip his finger into his mouth before flashing a devilish grin and humming in approval. He predatorily crawls the rest of the way up my body, his eyes never leaving mine, and covers my mouth with his, his hand palming my trussed up breasts, his cock pressing into the V of my thighs.

      Emotions swirl within me as the dizzying pleasure surges again. He parts my legs with his knees and pushes himself up off of me to sit back between my thighs. He leans over toward the edge of the bed and produces a foil packet. My mind buzzes. I’ve been so overcome with everything in the past week that I haven’t even thought about protection. And despite him not knowing about my inability to get pregnant, I am glad he has enough common sense to think of this.

      I prop myself up on my elbows as he tears the packet open and watch as he rolls the condom down his iron length. His eyes flash up to mine, desire, lust, and so much more swarming within them. “Tell me what you want, Rylee.”

      I stare at him until my eyes are drawn down to watch as he runs his fingers over my delta and gradually parts me. I suck in a breath in anticipation. “Tell me, Rylee,” he growls, “Tell me you want me to fuck you. I want to hear the words.”

      I bite my bottom lip, watching as he lays his length against my cleft. He stills, and I look up to meet his eyes. I can see him trying to rein in his control, the vein in his neck prominent as he stares at me, waiting for my words.

      “Fuck me, Colton,” I whisper as he slowly presses the blunt tip of his cock into my entrance. I tense at the thought of accepting him, at the sensation of him stretching my channel to its limits, at the slight pain from it telling me that I’m alive, that I’m here in this moment with this sublime man.

      “Oh God, Rylee,” he moans as he pulses slowly in and out. “You feel so good. So damn tight,” he hisses, rubbing his fingertips softly up and down my inner thighs. “I need you to relax for me, baby. Let me in, sweetheart.”

      I close my eyes momentarily as the stretching burn fades to a full feeling. He pushes further, slowly, deliberately, until his cock is sheathed completely root to tip by my velvet walls. He stays motionless, allowing my body to adjust to him as he watches me. I can see his jaw clench as he tries hard to hold onto his control, and it’s an invigorating feeling to know that I can push him over the edge.

      I clench my muscles around him, gripping him reflexively as I push my torso up to allow me to see where our bodies are now joined as one.

      “Sweet Jesus, Rylee,” he warns, “you do that again, I’m gonna come right now.”

      I smile wantonly at him as he slowly starts to move. He pulls out all the way to the tip and then slowly slides his luscious length back in me. The feeling is exquisite and I fall back on the bed, allowing the sensation of my slick walls being penetrated to take over. I wrap my thighs around his hips as he starts to pick up the pace. His muscles ripple beneath his tanned skin as he moves with me. His eyes flick back and forth between mine and watching our union.

      I can feel the warmth starting to spread through me again as my body arches into the friction of his length rubbing my patch of nerves inside. My walls bear down on him, tightening and milking his cock as his rhythm quickens.

      He leans over me, balancing his weight on his forearms beside my head, and takes my mouth with his in a carnal, no-holds-barred kiss. Teeth nip, lips suck, tongues meld. I hook my arms under his shoulders and tighten my legs around his hips, locking my feet at the ankles. I need to get as close as I can to him. Need him to be as deep as he can be in me. Need to feel his sweat-slicked skin rubbing on mine.

      The pressure in me mounts to the point where I can’t kiss him anymore because all of my focus is on the insurmountable wave that’s about to crash down all around me. He senses my tension, my nearing oblivion, and continues his punishing pace. He reaches a hand down and slides it under my ass, pressing my pelvis further into his, grinding his against mine, causing that slight friction I need on my clit. Before I know it, my world ignites.

      I arch off the bed, bucking my hips uncontrollably as the strongest orgasm I’ve ever had spears through my center. I’m thrown off the cliff and hurled into a never-ending freefall. The pleasure is so strong, bordering on painful, that I sink my teeth into his shoulder trying to stifle it somehow. The wave crashes around me as Colton bucks into me a few more times before I hear him cry my name out. He tenses, his cock pulsing jaggedly within me as he finds his own release. His muscles jerk in torment as he lets his climax tear through him before slowly relaxing. He then buries his head in the curve of my neck, his breathing harsh like mine, his heart pounding against my own.

      My orgasm continues to tremble through me, my muscles pulsing around his semi-hard cock still within me. With each tremor, I can feel his body tense from his sensitivity and hear the soft guttural moan from deep within his throat. His weight on me is comforting, reassuring, and I forget what a soothing feeling it can be.

      Sex has never been like this for me. This earth shattering. This hedonistic. This unbelievable.

      We lie like this for a moment, both silently coming down from our high. He nuzzles my neck, laying a kiss over and over in the same spot, his sated body unable to move. I close my eyes, unable to believe that I’m here. That this gorgeous man is here with me.

      I run my fingernails lazily up and down his back, breathing in his earthy male scent. I wince as he grunts and slowly withdraws from me, the empty feeling unwelcome. He ties the condom in a knot and tosses it onto the floor beside the bed before shifting back next to me. He lies on his side and props his head on his hand to watch me while leisurely running a single finger up and down my chest, causing a slow, measured breath to exhale from my lips.

      I glance over at him, our eyes holding for a second as we silently reflect on each other and the experience we just shared. I can’t decipher the look in his eyes. He’s too guarded. I shift my gaze to the ceiling as panic starts to take hold. What now? Colton’s had his way with me and now the challenge is over. Crap. I’ve only ever had sex with Max. We were in a relationship. We made love. It wasn’t a casual thing. And although what just happened might have meant a whole lot more to me than it did to Colton, what am I supposed to do now? With Max I didn’t have to think about having to leave after. Or the etiquette of if I stay? Does Colton want me to stay? What the hell am I supposed to do? Is this what a one-night stand feels like? Shit.

      “Stop thinking, Ryles,” Colton murmurs. I can sense his eyes trained on me. I still quickly, surprised that he can be so in tune with me despite only knowing me for a short time. How does he know?

      “Your whole body tenses up when you’re overthinking,” he explains, answering my silent question. “Turn that mind of yours off,” he warns, reaching out to my hip, pulling me toward and up against him, “or I’ll be forced to make you.”

      I can hear the smile in his voice and I laugh. “Oh, really?”

      “I can be very persuasive,” he taunts, running his free hand down my rib cage, stopping to idly palm my breast and run his thumb over my peaked nipple. “Don’t you think?”

      “Didn’t you just tell me I’m not allowed to think?” I sigh a soft moan, raising my chin as he leans into me to plant kisses in various places.

      “I love a woman who obeys,” he murmurs softly. I can feel him start to harden against me, and before I can process his ability to recover swiftly, Colton has rolled us over, switching our positions, with me sitting atop his hips.

      I sit astride him and stare down at him and his cocky grin. He returns my gaze, trailing his eyes up and down my torso. I can feel his length continuing to thicken against the cleft in my rear end. “My God, Rylee, you are enough to make a man go crazy,” he tells me, leaning up and reaching around me to unclasp my bra. My breasts come free, heavy and weighted from desire. Colton groans in appreciation before he lifts himself up to suckle one, my thighs clenching viciously around him in response.

      I lift my head up and arch my back so that he has full advantage of my chest. The thoughts I’d had moments before are now pushed away as he continues his barrage of incendiary kisses. I feel his arms wrap around me and fumble near my bottom before I hear the telltale rip of foil. He finishes jacketing himself as he trails kisses with his skillful mouth back up to my lips. He slants his mouth, taking tiny, delirious sips from mine as he brings one hand to my hair and fists it. He whispers gentle praise in between each kiss, each one stoking my craving for him.

      “Lift up for me,” he whispers as he brings one hand to my hip, helping raise me, while the other positions his turgid cock beneath me.

      I bite my lip in anticipation as his eyes hold onto mine, watching as I gently sink down onto the tip of him. I stay suspended momentarily as I let my fluids coat him so it’s easier for him to gain entry. It is empowering to watch the desire cloud Colton’s eyes while I slowly lower myself inch by delirious inch onto him until he’s sheathed entirely. I moan softly as he stretches me to the most incredible feeling of fullness. I’m forced to sit still for several moments so that I can adjust to the entirety of him. Colton closes his eyes, lifting his head back, lips slightly parted as a low rumble comes from deep in his throat.

      He brings his hands to my hips, and I start to rock myself on him. I raise myself up to his very tip and then slide back down, leaning back so he rubs the patch of nerves within my walls.

      “Fuck,” he hisses. “You are going to make me lose my mind, Rylee,” he moans loudly as he kisses me possessively before lying back on the bed. He starts to piston his hips up in unison with my movements and soon we are moving at a frantic pace. Each needing more from each other. Each driving, pushing, tantalizing each other to the precipice.

      I look down at Colton, the tendons in his neck strained, the tip of his tongue peeking through his teeth, eyes darkened by lust—he is sexy as hell. His hands grip my hips, muscles tensing as he holds me, lifts me, and drives into me. I am climbing, spinning dizzily as pleasure washes over me. I grip one of Colton’s hands on my hip, our fingers entwining, holding on. He moves his other hand to where we are joined, his thumb stroking my clit, manipulating it expertly.

      My body quickens, my muscles clench around Colton, and once again I’m thrown into a staggering oblivion. I cry out his name as a rapturous warmth overtakes me, envelopes me, and pulls me under its all-consuming haze.

      “Christ, Rylee,” Colton swears, sitting himself up without stopping his voracious tempo, taking control to allow me to lose myself in my orgasm. He wraps his arms around me, strong biceps holding me tight, and brings his lips to mine in a devouring, soul-emptying kiss. The onslaught of sensations pulling at me from every nerve in my body are so overwhelming that all I can comprehend is that I’m drowning in Colton Donavan.

      I can feel his body tense, his hips thrust harder, and his arms squeeze tighter with hands splayed wide on my back. Colton buries his face in my neck before yelling out my name, a benediction on his lips, as he crashes over the edge. I feel him convulse wildly as he finds his release.

      We stay like this, me sitting astride him, arms wrapped around each other, heads buried into one another for some time, neither of us speaking. I am overcome with emotion as we hold each other.

      Oh, shit! How stupid was I to think that I could actually do casual sex? Feelings bubble up inside me. Feelings that I know Colton will never reciprocate, and I find myself struggling to maintain composure. I tell myself to hold it together, that I can wallow and break down once I’m alone.

      Colton shifts his legs and leans back. He takes my head in his hands and transfixes me with his intoxicating stare. “You okay?” he whispers to me.

      I nod my head, trying to clear the worry from my eyes.

      He leans in and kisses me. A kiss so gentle and affectionate that I have to fight back tears because his tenderness disarms me and strips me to the core. When he opens his eyes, he stares at me for some time. I see something flash through them quickly, but can’t decipher.

      He shakes his head quickly and lifts me off of him before scooting off the bed without a word. He stands hastily, averting my questioning look and runs his hand through his hair, muttering “fuck.” I watch his toned, broad shoulders and very appealing ass as he walks to the bathroom. I hear the water run and another muffled swear.

      I pull the sheet around me, suddenly feeling alone and uncomfortable. After a few moments, Colton reappears from the bathroom with a pair of black boxer briefs on. He stands in the doorway and looks at me. Gone is all of the warmth and emotion that was in his eyes minutes before. It’s been replaced by a cold, aloof appraisal as he looks at me in his bed. He is no longer relaxed. The tension around his eyes and the strain of his jaw is obvious.

      “Can I get you anything?” he asks, his voice a curt rasp. “I need a drink.”

      I shake my head no, afraid that if I speak, the hurt I feel from his sudden detachment will only make matters worse. He turns and walks out to the main room of the suite. I guess I have my answer. I was just a challenge to him.

      Challenge conquered, now I’m disposable.

      I hold the heel of my hand to my breastbone, trying to stifle the pain inside. Trying to lessen the feeling of being used. I think of Max and the way he used to treat me after we made love as if I was so fragile I’d break. He would caress me and hold me and make me laugh. Make me feel cherished. My beautiful, idealized Max. What have I done to him and to our memory by sleeping with someone when I’m technically engaged?

      His mother’s yells echo in my ears as she tells me it’s all my fault his life is over—that I killed him and every hope and dream that went with him. Guilt and shame and humiliation wash over me. I have to get out of here. These thoughts fill my head as I throw the covers off of me and gather all of my discarded clothes before scurrying to the bathroom.

      The pressure in my chest is unbearable from trying to hold back my tears as I fumble clumsily to get my bra clasped. I throw my dress over my head, struggling to get my arms in the straps. I don’t have any underwear. They’re ripped apart somewhere on the floor and aren’t worth the hassle of finding. I’m missing an earring, and I don’t care. I quickly tug its matching counterpart out as I glance in the mirror, noticing misery mingled with regret heavy in my eyes. I take a tissue and wipe away the smudged eyeliner as I steel myself for my departure. After a few moments of masking my emotions and gathering my thoughts, I’m ready.

      I open the door to the bathroom and peek out, relieved and saddened that Colton is not sitting there waiting for me. Then again, what did I expect after how he just acted? For him to be sitting on the bed waiting to profess his undying love for me? “Fuck ’em and chuck ’em,” I mutter under my breath as I walk out of the bedroom door to the main room of the suite.

      Colton is standing in the suite’s kitchenette, his hands pressed against the counter, his head hanging down. I stand for a moment and watch him, admire the lines of his body, and wish for so much more than he can give. Colton shifts and takes a long draw on the amber liquid in his glass. He sets it down harshly, the ice clinking loudly before he turns. His step falters as he sees me standing dressed and ready to go.

      “What are—”

      “Look, Colton,” I begin, trying to control the situation before I can be humiliated further. “I’m a smart girl. I get it now.” I shrug, trying to prevent my voice from breaking. He looks at me and I can see the cogs in his head turning as he tries to figure out why I appear to be leaving. “Let’s face it, you’re not a spend the night kind of guy, and I’m not a one-night stand kind of girl.”

      “Rylee,” he objects, but says nothing more as he takes one step toward me until I hold my hand up to halt him. He stares at me, subtly shaking his head, trying to wrap his mind around my words.

      “C’mon, that’s probably what this is to you—what you’re used to.” I take a couple steps toward him, proud of myself for my false bravado, “So I’ll just save myself the embarrassment of you asking me to leave and do the walk of shame now instead of in the morning.”

      Colton stares at me, struggling with some unseen emotion, his jaw clenching tightly. He closes his eyes for a beat before looking back at me. “Rylee, please just listen to me. Don’t go,” he utters. “It’s just that …” He pulls a hand up to grip the back of his neck, confusion and uncertainty etching his remarkable face as he is either unable to find his words or finish his lie.

      My heart wants to believe him when he tells me not to go, but my head knows differently. My dignity is all I have left, seeing as my wits have been thoroughly destroyed, scattered, and left on the bed. “Look, Colton.” I exhale. “We both know you don’t mean that. You don’t want me to stay. You got a room here tonight hoping you’d get laid. You just probably thought it would be with Raquel. A nice little suite where there would be no drama and no complications—a place you could leave in the morning without a backward glance at who’s still asleep in the bed. Well, I walked into it willingly,” I admit, stepping up to him, his eyes never leaving mine as I place a hand on his bare chest. “It was great, Ace, but this girl,” I say, motioning toward me and then the bedroom, “this isn’t me.”

      He stares at me, his eyes piercing mine with such intensity that I avert my gaze momentarily. “You’re right, this isn’t you,” he grates out, guarded, as I flick my eyes back to his. He lifts his glass and empties the rest of the glass’ contents, pools of emerald continuing to watch my eyes from over the rim of the glass. When he finishes, he runs his tongue over his lips, angling his head as he thinks something through in his head. “Let me get my keys and drive you home.”

      “Don’t bother,” I shake my head, shifting my weight as I figure out how to save face as humiliation seeps through me. “I’ll take a cab—it’ll make this mistake easier on both of us.” It takes everything I have to lean up on my toes and brush a casual, chaste kiss on his cheek. I meet his eyes again and try to feign indifference. “Don’t worry, Colton, you crossed the finish line and took the checkered flag,” I say over my shoulder as I start to walk toward the door, chin held high despite the trembling of my bottom lip. “I’m just throwing the caution out there before I can be black flagged.”

      I step through the door and into the elevator. When I turn to push the first floor, I notice Colton standing in the doorway of the penthouse. His mouth twists as he watches me with aloof eyes and a hardened expression.

      I continue to stare at him as the doors start to close, a single tear falling down my cheek—the only betrayal my body displays of my sadness and humiliation. I am finally alone. I sag against the wall, allowing the emotions to overcome me, yet fighting the tears swimming in my eyes. I still have to find a way home.
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      The cab ride is quick but painful. My quiet sobs in the backseat do nothing to alleviate the brutal reality of what just happened. When we pull up to the house a little after three in the morning, I’m glad to see that Haddie is home but asleep because I can’t handle her questions right now.

      I slip into my room and flip on my IPOD speakers to a barely audible volume, scroll for Unwell, and push repeat. As I hear Rob Thomas’ familiar words, I shed my clothes and step into the shower. I smell of Colton and of sex, and I scrub obsessively to get his scent off of me. It doesn’t matter though. No matter what I do, I can still smell him. I can still taste him. I can still feel him. I allow the water to wash away my torrent of tears, hiding my sobs in its rush.

      When I’m waterlogged and the tears have subsided, I pick myself up off the shower floor and make my way into my bedroom. I throw on a camisole and a pair of panties before collapsing into the comforting warmth of my bed and succumb to sleep.
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      I can smell fuel and dirt and something pungently metallic. It fills my nostrils, seeps into my head before I feel the pain. In that quiet moment before my other senses are assaulted with the destruction around me, I feel at peace. I feel still and whole. For some reason my consciousness knows I’ll look back on this and wish I had this moment back. Wish I could remember what it was like before.

      The pain comes first. Even before my head can clear the fog away enough so that I can open my eyes, the pain comes. There are no words to describe the agony of feeling like you have a million knives entering you and ripping you apart, just to withdraw and start all over again. And again. Endlessly.

      In that second between unconscious and conscious, I feel a jagged pain. My eyes fly open, frantic breaths gulp for air. Each breath hurting, burning, laboring. My eyes see the devastation around me, but my brain doesn’t register the shattered glass, smoking engine, and crushed metal. My mind doesn’t understand why my arm, bent at so many odd angles, won’t move to undo my seatbelt. Why it can’t release me.

      I feel as if everything is in slow motion. I can see dust particles drift silently through the air. I can feel the trickle of blood run ever so slowly down my neck. I can feel the incremental inching of numbness taking over my legs. I can feel the hopelessness seep into my psyche, take hold of my soul, and dig its malicious fingers into my every fiber.

      I can hear him. Can hear Max’s gurgled breathing, and even in my shock-induced haze I’m mad at myself for not looking for him more quickly. I turn my head to my left and there he sits. His beautiful wavy blonde hair is tinged red, the gaping gash in his head looks odd. I want to ask him what happened but my mouth isn’t working. It can’t form the words. Panic and fear fills his eyes, and pain creases his tanned, flawless face. A small trickle of blood is coming from his ear and I think this is a bad thing but I’m not sure why. He coughs. It sounds funny, and little specks of red appear on the shattered window in front of us. I see his hand travel across the car, fumbling over every item between him and me as if he needs touch to guide him, until he finds my hand. I can’t feel his fingers grip mine.

      “Ry,” he gasps. “Ry, look at me.” I have to concentrate really hard to raise my head and eyes to meet Max’s. I feel the warmth of a tear fall on my cheek, the salt of it on my lips, but I don’t remember crying. “Ry, I’m not doing too good here.” I watch as he unsuccessfully attempts to take a deep breath, but my attention is drawn elsewhere when I think I hear a baby crying. I swivel my head to look—nothing but pine trees. The sudden movement makes me dizzy.

      “Rylee! I need you to concentrate. To look at me,” he pants in short bursts of breaths. I swing my head back at him. It’s Colton. What’s he doing here? Why is he covered in blood? Why is he in Max’s seat? In Max’s clothes? In Max’s place?

      “Rylee,” he begs, “Please help me. Please save me.” He sucks in a labored, ragged breath, his fingers relaxing in mine. His voice is barely a whisper. “Rylee, only you can save me. I’m dying. I need you to save me.” His head lolls to the side slowly, his mouth parting as the blood at the corner of it thickens, his beautiful emerald eyes expressionless.

      I can hear the screaming. It is loud and piercing and heart wrenching. It continues over and over.

      “Rylee! Rylee!” I fight off the hands grabbing me. Shaking me. Pulling me away from Colton when he needs me so desperately. “Damn it, Rylee, wake up!”

      I hear Haddie’s voice. How did she get down this ravine? Has she come to save us?

      “Rylee!” I’m jolted back and forth violently. “Rylee, wake up!”

      I bolt up in bed, Haddie’s arms wrapping around my shoulders. My throat is dry, pained from screaming, and my hair is plastered to my sweat drenched neck. I heave for breath, strangled gasps mingle with Haddie’s pants of exertion. My hands are wrapped protectively around my torso, my arms are tired from straining so hard.

      Haddie runs her hands down the sides of my cheeks, her face inches from mine. “You okay, Ry? Breathe deep, sweetie. Just breathe,” she soothes, her hands running continuously over me, reassuring me, letting me know I’m in the here and now.

      I sigh shakily and put my head in my hands for a moment before scrubbing them over my face. Haddie sits down next to me and wraps her arm around me. “Was it the same one?” she asks, referring to the recurring nightmare that stuck with me for well over a year after the accident.

      “Yes and no ...” I shake my head. She doesn’t ask for more details. Instead she gives me time to push the nightmare back into hiding. “It was all the same except for when I look back after I hear the baby crying. It’s Colton, not Max, who dies.”

      She startles at my comment, her brow furrowing. “You haven’t had a nightmare in forever. Are you okay, Ry? You want to talk about it?” she asks, straining her neck to hear the muted music on the speakers I’d forgotten to turn off before falling asleep. Her eyes narrow as she recognizes the song.

      “What did he do to you?” she demands, pulling back so that she can sit cross-legged in front of me. Anger burns her eyes.

      “I’m just a mess,” I confess, shaking my head. “It’s just that it’s been so long. I feel like I’ve forgotten what Max’s face looks like, and then I see him so clearly in my dream … and then the suffocating panic hits from being trapped in the car. Maybe I’m just overwhelmed by the emotion of everything.” I pick at my comforter, avoiding her questioning gaze. “Maybe it’s been so long since I have really felt anything that tonight just pushed me over the edge … just overwhelmed me with …”

      “With what Rylee?” she prompts when I remain silent.

      “Guilt.” I say the word quietly and let it hang between us. Haddie reaches out and grabs my hand, squeezing it softly to reassure me. “I feel so guilty and hurt and used and so everything,” I gush.

      “Used? What the hell happened, Rylee? Do I need to go kick the arrogant bastard’s ass right now?” she threatens. “Because I’ll switch my tune. I mean, I was impressed when he called earlier to make sure that you’d gotten home all right and that—”

      “He what?”

      “He called at like 3:30 … somewhere around there. I answered the phone. Didn’t even know you were home. Anyway I came in here to check and told him you were home and asleep. He asked me to have you call him. That he needed to explain—that you took something the wrong way.”

      “Hmmph,” is all I can say, mulling over her words. He actually called?

      “What happened, Rylee?” she asks yet again, but this time I know she won’t be ignored easily.

      I relay the entire evening to her, from the point I left her, until she woke me up screaming. I include my feelings about comparing “the after” to Max and how hurt and rejected I felt. “I guess I feel guilty because of the whole Max thing. I loved Max. I loved him with every fiber of my being. But sex with him—making love with him—came nowhere near what it felt like with Colton. I mean, I hardly even know Colton and he just turned on every switch and pushed every button from physical to emotional that …” I search for words, overwhelmed by everything. “I don’t know. I guess I feel like sex should have been like that with the guy I loved so much I was going to marry rather than someone that couldn’t care less about me.” I shrug. “Someone who just thinks of me as another notch on his bedpost.”

      “Well, I can’t tell you that you’re wrong to feel, Rylee. If Colton made you feel alive after years of being dead, then I don’t see what’s wrong with it.” She squeezes my hand again, sincerity deepening the blue in her eyes. “Max is never coming back, Rylee. Do you think he’d want you be numb forever?”

      “No.” I shake my head, wiping away a silent tear. “I know that. Really, I do. But it doesn’t make the guilt go away that I’m here and he’s not.”

      “I know, Ry. I know.” We sit in silence for a few moments before she continues, “I know I wasn’t there, but maybe you misread Colton. I mean some of the things he said to you …”

      “How is that possible, Had? He was swearing under his breath like he’d just made the biggest mistake. One minute he was kissing me so tenderly and looking into my eyes and the next minute he was swearing and walking away from me.”

      “Maybe he got scared.”

      “What?” I look at her like she’s crazy. “Mr. I-Don’t-Do-Girlfriends gets scared of what? That he thinks I’ll become attached to him after one night of sex?”

      “One night of mind-blowing sex!” Haddie corrects, making me giggle and blush at the memory. “Well, you do wear your emotions on your sleeve. It seems you don’t do casual sex well.”

      “Oh, like it’s a class I can take over at the Y? I mean, I may be easy to read emotionally, but I’m not in love with him or anything,” I defend myself whole-heartedly, despite knowing full well that what I felt between us tonight was more than just full-blown lust. Maybe I did scare him. That final moment between us in the bed, when he held me and stared into my eyes, really got to me. Made me feel hope. Maybe he saw that and had to squelch it before it went any further.

      “Of course you’re not,” Haddie says with a knowing smile, “but that’s not what I was talking about. Maybe, just maybe, Mr. I-Don’t-Do-Girlfriends … maybe you got to him. Maybe he got scared of what he felt when he was with you?”

      “Yeah, right! This isn’t a Hollywood romance movie, Haddie. The good girl doesn’t get the bad boy to change his ways and fall madly in love with her,” I say, sarcasm rich in my voice, as I fall back on my pillow, sighing loudly.

      A small part of me relives Colton’s words from the night before. I am his. I could never be inconsequential. He can’t control himself around me. That small part knows that maybe Haddie is right. Maybe I scare him on some level. Maybe it’s because I am the marrying kind, as I’ve been told, and he’s just not looking for that.

      “You’re right,” Haddie admits. “But that doesn’t mean you can’t have one hell of a time losing yourself in hours of mindless sex with him.” She plops back on the pillow next to me, both of us laughing at the idea. “It could have its merits,” she continues. “There’s nothing like a good bad boy to make you let go. Remember Dylan?”

      “How can I forget?” I reply, remembering the quick fling she had last summer with the gruff and gorgeous Dylan after ending her year-and-a-half-long relationship. “Yum.”

      “Yum is right!” We both fall silent.

      “Maybe Colton is your Dylan. The one to get you over everything that happened with Max.”

      “Maybe …” I think. “Oh God,” I groan, “What am I supposed to do now?”

      “Well, seeing as it’s...” she lifts her head to look at my clock “...five in the morning, you should go back to sleep. Maybe give it a day, then call him back. See what he has to say and go from there. Remember our motto. Embrace your inner slut—be reckless with him and try not to think about tomorrow. Just think about the here and now with him. ”

      “Yeah, maybe.” We sit in silence for a few moments. Am I just being an overdramatic female reading into things? I don’t think so, but deep down I try to justify his actions to myself. I know that I’ll do it again if given the chance, and for my sanity I need to rationalize everything to right the world back on its axis. The feelings and sensations he evoked in me were way too intense. Way too everything. Maybe it was just the fall from my alcohol buzz that made everything seem so off. Made him seem so detached. I scold myself. I know this isn’t the case, but I’m trying desperately to address my inner slut.

      I’m way out of my league here. I just hope I can figure out how to play the game without getting burned in the end.

      “Do you want me to stay in here tonight?” Haddie asks, breaking the silence. She used to sleep in my bed on the really rough nights to help me get through them nightmare-free.

      “Nah. I think I’m okay. Thanks, though. For everything.”

      She leans over and kisses the top of my head, “What are friends for?” she says as she heads for the door. “Sleep tight, Ry.”

      “’Night, Had.”

      She closes the door and I sigh deeply, staring at the ceiling, thoughts running through my mind until sleep pulls me under.
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      I’m so exhausted from everything that I’m able to sleep past my usual six-thirty wake up time. It’s nine when I get into my exercise gear and head downstairs.

      Haddie is sitting at the little table in the kitchen, bare feet with bright pink painted toes propped on the empty chair across from her. She eyes me cautiously from behind her cup of coffee. “Good morning.”

      “Morning,” I mutter, my normal sunny morning self absent. “I’m gonna go for a run,” I tell her as I fasten my audio player to my arm.

      “I figured,” she says, referring to my attire. “Are you grumpy just because you want to be … or because you are forcing yourself to run after too much alcohol and off-the-charts sex with an Adonis? I’m surprised you can even walk today.”

      I sneer. “Sounds like someone is a little jealous,” I say.

      “Damn right I am.” She laughs. “I have more cobwebs now than you do.” I laugh, my grumpiness subsiding. “Seriously, though … you okay?”

      “Yeah.” I sigh. “I’m going to take your advice. Try and live in the moment … all that stuff.” I shrug.

      She nods slowly. “Don’t try to sound so convincing!” she says as she stands up, knowing I need to work through things myself. “I’m here if you need me. Have a good run.”

      “Thanks.”
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      The fresh air, pavement beneath my feat, blaring music in my ears, and moving muscles feel masochistically cathartic as I enter my fifth and final mile. I needed this. Needed to get out, clear my mind, and give myself time to think. My muscles, sore from last night’s dancing and great sex, are limber and moving on autopilot. As much as I think I should go for an extra mile, my stupidity in overlooking breakfast before my run has my body telling me that I won’t last much longer. Pitbull blasts in my ears, the song’s constant beat drives my feet and spins my head back to thoughts of last night.

      Oh, Colton. My head is still trying to wrap itself around what happened. He’s the chance I have been looking for. To be carefree. To live in the moment. To be alive, not just living. I resolve that I can have sex with Colton with emotion. The emotions just have to be fueled by excitement and anticipation and lust rather than love and devotion and the hope of “more.” I need to keep being the sassy, smart-mouthed woman I’ve been all along because the minute he thinks I want more, he’ll be out the door. And it—him, me, us—will be over.

      I ponder this my last quarter of a mile, recalling how he made me feel physically last night. I guess there’s something to be said for lots of experience as I can attest that the man is skilled in the many facets of sexual dexterity. I blush, steeling my resolve that I can be with Colton without falling in love with him. I hope. That I’m going to enjoy every second of it because I know he’s not the staying kind.

      Teagan and Sara’s Closer fills my ears as I turn the corner onto my street, my footsteps faltering when I see a white Range Rover parked in my driveway. The rhythm has been knocked clear out of my stride at the shock of seeing him here. Colton is leaning up against the front fender of the car, his dark figure haloed by its white. A navy blue shirt fits snugly over his torso, hinting at the corded muscles underneath. Muscles I can still feel on my fingertips. A pair of printed board shorts sit low on his hips and his long, lean legs cross casually at the ankles, and he’s wearing a pair of flip-flops. Casual suits Colton very well. It lightens the intensity he naturally exudes. His head is bent, concentrating on the phone in his hands, and his unruly hair is spiked with gel to perfection in stylish, messy disarray. The pang of desire that hits my body is so strong, so overwhelming that I almost have to bring a hand to my torso to stifle it. I force myself to remember to breathe as I push my body to start moving again.

      To go home. To go to Colton.

      Shit. I’m in serious trouble. I admire him from afar, looking so unbelievable and attractive, and I realize that everything I thought about on my run—every stipulation, every rationalization, every justification of why it’s okay to sleep with him—doesn’t matter. Seeing him right here, right now, I know that I’ll do anything it takes, whatever the consequences, to be with him again. To repeat how he made me feel last night.

      Almost as if on cue, Colton glances up from his phone and locks eyes with me. A slow, smug grin lights up his face as I run my last few steps, turning up my driveway. I slowly pull out my ear buds, laughing to myself that Christina Aguilera’s Your Body is blasting. I can feel his eyes run up and down the length of my body, taking in my skin-hugging Capri exercise pants and matching razor-back tank top, a V of sweat down the front of my bust.

      “Hi,” I say breathlessly, my body still huffing from my exertion.

      “Hello, Rylee.” The rasp of his voice saying my name is an aphrodisiac sending chills down my spine and eliciting a tingling in my belly.

      “What are you doing here?” I look at him with confusion, hiding that my insides are privately jumping for joy, shocked that he is here in front of me.

      “Well,” he says, pushing himself off of the car as I walk in front of him. He exudes a confidence that most people would kill to have. “According to you, I took the checkered flag last night, Rylee...” a provocative smile forms on his lips “...but I seem to have neglected to collect my trophy.”

      “Trophy?”

      He takes my hand, eyes still locked on mine, sparkling with humor, and tugs on it, pulling me forcibly against his chest. “Yes. You.”

      Oh. Fucking. My. Thoughts run chaotically through my head. How do I respond to that? To him? When all I can think about is the feel of his warm, hard body against mine and the fact that he is here for me again after I ran out on him last night? I tell myself to breathe, his mere presence stripping me of the ability to perform the most basic functions. I quickly try to regain my composure, telling myself that I need to keep our interactions on my terms—revert to my sarcastic nature—in order to make sure that I can keep my wits about me.

      I hear Haddie’s voice in my head telling me to channel my inner slut. To go for it.

      I breathe in again before I raise my eyes to meet the challenge in his. His pure male scent, soap mixed with cologne, fills my nose and clouds my head. “Well, Ace, I think you’ve got your eyes on the wrong prize.” I pull my hand from his and put it on his chest, playfully pushing him back, distancing his body from mine. Needing the space to keep a clear head. “If all you’re looking for is a trophy, you have your bevy of beauties you can pick from. I’m sure that one of them would be more than willing to be a trophy on your arm.” I skirt past him toward the front door. I turn back to face him, a smile playing at the corners of my mouth. I shrug as I take a step backwards. “You could probably start by calling Raquel, is it? I’m sure she’ll forgive you for last night. I mean, you were...” I turn around and take a step for the door, pretending that I’m searching for a word before shrugging and tossing over my shoulder “...decent. She’s probably thrilled with decent.”

      I wish I could see the look on his face for the sharp intake of breath I hear tells me that I made a direct hit. I don’t have to wait long to find out because within a breath, Colton grabs my arm and spins me around to him, pressing my body against his.

      “Decent, huh?” he questions, his eyes boring into mine. I see anger, humor, defiance, all mixed together with desire. His breath flutters over my face, his lips inches from mine—so close that I clench my fists to resist the temptation to kiss him.

      It takes all of my composure to keep up my charade of nonchalance. To hide how much he excites me, ignites my insides and shatters my control with just the sound of his voice, the feel of his touch, and the hint of his dominant nature.

      I deliberately bite my bottom lip and look up in thought before bringing my eyes back to his. “Hmmm, a smidgen above average, I’d say.” Sarcasm drips from each word as I smirk at him, lying through my teeth and then some.

      “Maybe I need to show you again. I assure you that decent is not an accurate assessment.”

      He snorts loudly as I push away from him again and provocatively sashay my way up the front walk. “I need to go stretch,” I say, sensing his movement behind me. “Are you gonna come?” I ask innocently with a victorious smirk on my face that he can’t see.

      “If you keep moving your ass like that, I am,” he mutters under his breath as he follows me into the house.

      I lead him into the family room hoping Haddie is elsewhere and offer him a seat on the couch before I sit on the floor directly in front of him to stretch. I spread my legs out to either side of me as wide as they can go and lower my chest to the ground, hands out in front of me on the floor. With the help of my sports bra and my chest pressing into the floor, my cleavage is pushed up and hedges over the top of my tank. I can see Colton’s eyes wander over my body, stopping at my chest and taking in my flexibility. I can hear his hiss of desire, and I see his throat forcefully swallow.

      “So, Colton,” I say, stretching out over one prone leg, turning my head to look at him. I stifle a smile as I recognize the lust clouding his eyes. “What can I do for you?”

      “Christ, Rylee!” He runs a hand haphazardly through his hair, his eyes moving over the cleavage again, before raising up to meet my eyes. He unintentionally wets his bottom lip with his tongue.

      “What?” I respond all doe-eyed, as if I have no idea what he’s agitated over. I’ve never played the femme fatale—never had the courage to—but something about Colton allows me to feel daring and bold. It’s a very heady feeling to watch him react to me.

      “We need to talk about last night.” I see his eyes narrow as I switch positions, now lying on my back. I pull my right leg all the way up, pressing it to my chest, my shin inches from my nose. I lift my head up and look through the open V of my legs to encourage him to go on. He clears his throat noisily before continuing, taking a minute to remember his train of thought. “Why you left? Why you ran away? Again.”

      I switch legs, taking my time to pull my other leg up, and stretch it over my head, making a low moan at how good it feels to elongate my tightened muscles. “Colton—”

      “Can you please stop?” he barks out, shifting restlessly on the couch and adjusting the growing bulge that presses against the seam of his shorts. “Christ,” he swears again as I roll over into child’s pose, my bent rear in his view. “You in those yoga pants all limber and bending in half—you’re making me lose my concentration here.”

      I look over my shoulder from my stretch and coyly bat my eyelashes at him. “Hmmm?” I feign as if I didn’t hear him.

      Colton sighs in exasperation. “You’re gonna make me forget my apologies and take you right here on the floor. Hard and fast, Rylee.”

      “Oh,” is all I can manage for his threat-laced promise sends shock waves through me, my body more than eager for his skilled touch again. My lips part to remind my lungs to breathe. My nipples harden at the thought. I push myself up to a seated position, cross my legs, and adjust my top to try and hide my body’s excitement. “Although I’m sure it’s me who should be apologizing, Colton.”

      He ignores my words, his eyes holding mine, various emotions flickering through them. “Why’d you leave, Rylee?”

      The command in his tone has me swallowing quickly, my confidence waning. I shrug. “A number of reasons, Colton. I told you, I’m just not that kind of girl. I don’t do one-night stands.”

      “Who said it was a one-night stand?”

      A bubble of hope sputters inside of me, but I quickly try to stifle it. Not a one-night stand? Then what the hell was it? What the hell is this? I try to figure out what he’s looking for. What he might think this is between us. I look at his eyes, searching for a clue, but his expression gives nothing away. “What?” Confusion etches my face. “You lost me. I thought commitment wasn’t your thing.”

      “It isn’t.” He says with a shrug. “I don’t believe you.” He crosses his arms across his chest, biceps straining against shirtsleeves, and leans back into the couch. He quirks his eyebrows at me and waits for my answer.

      “What?” He’s lost me.

      “Your excuse for running last night. I don’t buy it. Why’d you leave, Rylee?”

      I guess that’s the end of the no-girlfriend discussion. But what about the not-a-one-night-stand comment? As for an answer, how do I explain to him how he made me feel last night after he left the bed? Used and ashamed. How do I tell him he hurt me without sounding like I have feelings for him? Feelings mean drama, and he has let me know he doesn’t want or tolerate that in his life.

      “I just—” I sigh deeply, pulling my hair tie from my ponytail and letting my hair fall down my back, trying to find the right words. I look him in the eyes, figuring honesty is the easiest route. “You made it clear that you were done with me. With us …” I can feel the heat of my flush spread over my cheeks. Embarrassed that I am going to sound like a needy, whining female. “Cursing adamantly to demonstrate why my presence was no longer needed.”

      He eyes me cautiously, his eyes blinking rapidly as he contemplates my words. I try to keep my face unexpressive so he can’t see the hurt I feel, and yet I see a myriad of emotions fleet across his face as he struggles to gain his footing. “Sweet Jesus, Rylee!” he mutters closing his eyes momentarily, his mouth opening and closing as if he has more to say. Finally he looks back at me. “Do you have any idea … you made me—” He stops mid-sentence before standing abruptly and walking to the window. I hear him mutter a curse and I blanch at its severity. “I just want to protect you from—” He stops again, and sighs. He puts a hand to the back of his neck and pulls down on it while he rolls his head. He stands there momentarily, looking out at the front yard, both of us silent.

      I made him what? Protect me from what? Finish the sentences, I plead silently as I watch his tense body framed by the mid-morning light. I just need an ounce of honesty from him. A sign that what happened meant more than just a quick romp. I’d give anything to see his face at this moment. So I can try to read the emotions he’s masking from me.

      He turns back around and any emotion that was displayed on his face is gone. “I asked you to stay.” He says the words as if they’re the only apology he’s giving for his actions. “That’s all I can give you right now, Rylee. All I’m good for.” His voice is gruff and laced with what I think is regret. I feel as if he’s trying to tell me so much more but I’m not sure what. The words hang between us for a moment, his jaw clenched, eyes intense.

      I snort loudly, uncomfortable with the silence, trying not to read too much into his words. “C’mon Colton, we both know you didn’t mean it.” I rise from the carpet, grabbing my hair and twisting it quickly into a bun.

      He takes a couple of steps toward me, his lips twisting as if that action alone will prevent him from saying more. We stand a few feet apart, staring at each other, and each waiting for the other to make the next move. I shrug before looking down and twisting the ring on my right ring finger. I look back up at him, hoping my explanation will stifle any questions he has about having to manage my expectations of a possible future. Baggage equals drama to him, and he’s already admitted to me that he hates drama.

      “Let’s just say I left last night for reasons you don’t want to know about.” His eyes remain on mine, silently asking for more. I huff loudly. “I’ve got lots of excess baggage, Ace.”

      I wait for the deep exhale from him—the impassive expression to glaze over his face reflecting a man distancing himself from complication, but neither happens. Instead, Colton’s mouth widens into a cocky smile and his green eyes fill with humor—both of which ease the severity of his countenance.

      “Oh, Rylee,” he empathizes with a trace of amusement in his voice, “I know all about baggage, sweetheart. I have enough of it to fill up a 747 and then some.” Despite his smiling façade, I see the darkness flicker in his eyes momentarily as some unpleasant thought holds his memory.

      Holy shit. What can I say to that? How do I respond to him when he’s just hinted at a dark, sordid past? What the hell happened to him? I stare at him, eyes wide and my teeth worrying my bottom lip back and forth. Is this why he doesn’t do the girlfriend thing? I mean, talk about going from fun, flirty banter to a serious conversation. And why does this seem to be a common occurrence for us?

      Because he matters. Because this matters. The words flicker through my head, and I have to push them away, afraid to believe.

      He takes a step closer to me, and I lower my eyes momentarily to the visible beat of his pulse at the base of his jaw. My hands want to reach out and touch him. Console him even. To feel the warmth of his skin beneath my palms. I sigh softly before I look back up at him, a suggestive smile turning up the corners of his mouth.

      “This could be interesting,” he murmurs as he reaches out to play with an errant curl on the side of my face.

      His fingers roam to my haphazard bun and tug the self-sustaining knot. My hair tumbles free, falling down my back in a waterfall of curls. He runs a hand through it, stopping at the nape of my neck where my hair is damp with sweat. I cringe at the thought, but he doesn’t seem to mind as he fists his hand in it, holding my curls ransom so I can’t look away from him.

      “How so?” I ask, a charge jolting through me, arousing me, from the possessive nature of his hold. He mesmerizes me—his eyes, the lines of his face, his sensuous mouth, the way his muscles pulse in his jaw when conflicted.

      “Well, it seems that your baggage makes you so scared to feel you constantly pull away. Run from me,” his voice rasps as he lazily trails a fingertip down my bare shoulder. I struggle to prevent my body from automatically leaning into his addictive touch. But I can’t stop myself. He tilts his head to the side, watching my reaction. “Whereas mine? My baggage? It makes me crave the sensory overload of physicality—the stimulating indulgence of skin on skin. Of you beneath me.”

      And therein lies the problem—when he refers to me, he speaks of feelings and emotions and when he refers to himself he speaks of physical contact. I try to turn my mind off. I try to tell myself that the physical contact is what I want from him too. The only thing that I can have from him. Acknowledge it’s the only part he’ll share of himself with me.

      It’s an easy thing to remember because Colton leans forward and brushes his lips tenderly against mine. All conflicting thoughts disappear with his touch. A soft sigh of a kiss that we slowly sink into. I part my lips for him, his tongue slipping inside to stroke gently and meld with mine. Unhurried, lazy strokes of tongue and fingertips as he runs them over my bare shoulders and up the vertebrae on my neck. I could kiss him like this forever in this hazy state of desire. His earthy scent envelopes me, his heady taste consumes me, and his incendiary touch ignites me. He groans with our kiss, the rumble of it caught within me, vibrating through me.

      A warm, soothing ache seeps into my chest and spreads throughout the rest of my body. I turn my mind off and allow myself to just feel. To revel in the sensations that he evokes within me. He is my fire on a cold night, the sun warming my skin on a cool spring morning, the wind caressing my face on an autumn day—he is everything that makes me feel alive, and whole, and beautiful.

      And desired.

      I slide my hands under the hem of his shirt and splay them wide across his lower back. His taut skin heats beneath my touch. I need this connection with him like I need sunlight. For when we touch like this, when I can feel him like this, I have no doubt that I can do this. That I can be what he needs me to be for however long he’ll allow it. Because the chance to be with him, to remain under his spell, means I’ll push my needs aside and bury them deeply so that I can be who he wants.

      Colton cups my face in his hands, the kiss softening, stopping with a brush of lips so gentle that it sends chills up my spine. I sigh softly into him as he wraps his arms around me, strong muscles pulling me into the comfort of his warmth. I rest my head on his chest, smelling clean linen and fresh soap. I can hear his heart beating, strong and steady against my ear. I close my eyes, wanting this moment to last forever.

      He rests his chin atop my head. I can hear him inhale a shaky breath before he speaks. “It’s unfathomable how much I want you, Rylee.” He pulls me tighter into him. “How much I’m drawn to you.”

      I bask silently in his admission, a small smile on my lips. Maybe I do affect him. I shake the thought from my head, not wanting to overcomplicate, overanalyze, or over think the simplicity and the sweetness of this moment between us.

      “Rylee?”

      “Hmmm?”

      “Go out with me—on a real date.” I can feel his body tense against mine, as if it’s painful to ask. To admit he wants this from me. “Go out with me, not because I paid for a date with you but because you want to.”

      Elation soars through me at the thought of getting to see him again. Of spending time with him again.

      “Say yes, Ryles,” he murmurs with a quiet desperation as he kisses the top of my head. “It’s unimaginable how much I want you to say yes.”

      I lean back, shocked by the vulnerability I hear in his voice and sense in his body language. Why is he afraid I’ll say no when everyone else would say yes? I raise my eyes to his, trying to read the emotions flashing through his. I see passion and humor, desire and challenge, promise and fear. Why does this beautifully tormented man want to spend time with ordinary me? I don’t have the answer, but I know in this moment, looking at him, I can see so much more in his eyes than I think he wants me to. And what I see, it scares me on so many levels that I have to tuck it away for later when I’m all alone. I can analyze it then. Replay it then.

      Hope then.

      I raise a hand to run it against the roughness of his slight stubble, liking its coarseness beneath my fingers. The texture tells me that this moment is real. That he is really here with me. I lean up on my tiptoes and place a soft, closed-mouth kiss on his sculpted lips.

      “Yes,” I breathe, and with my answer, regardless of all of the psychological propaganda I barrage myself with, I know that Colton Donavan has just put the first fissure in the protective wall around my heart.

      He nods his head subtly, a shy smile on his face, no words expressed. He pulls me into him one more time. “Tonight?” he asks.

      I still, mentally looking over my calendar, knowing that I have no plans but not wanting to seem too eager.

      “I’ll be here at six to pick you up, Rylee,” he decides for me before I have a chance to answer. He releases me and looks me in the eye to make sure that I hear him. All trace of vulnerability is long gone when I meet his eyes. It’s been replaced with his trademark confidence.

      I bite my bottom lip and nod in agreement, suddenly feeling shy.

      He cups my chin, running the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip. “See you then, sweetheart.”

      “Bye.” I exhale, already missing him.

      He walks to the front door, opens it, and then turns back to me, “Hey, Ryles?”

      “Hmmm-hmmm.”

      “No more running away from me,” he cautions before flashing a quick grin and closing the door behind him. With his departure, I can suddenly breathe again. His presence is so strong, so overpowering, it overwhelms the room. Infiltrates my senses. With him gone, I feel like I can process what just happened. Finally breathe.

      I stand facing the door and close my eyes, absorbing everything that has just transpired. Nothing is solved. None of my questions are answered: Why he doesn’t do the girlfriend thing? What is this between us since it’s not a one-night stand? What was he really going to say when he said I made him, but never finished? What is he trying to protect me from? What kind of baggage fills his 747?

      I sigh heavily. So much has been left unanswered, and yet I feel like so much has been expressed without being said. I sit down on the couch, my head reeling from the last week.

      “Is he gone?” I hear Haddie’s hushed voice from the other side of the wall.

      “Yes, nosy girl.” I laugh. “Come out here and give me your two cents.”

      “Holy crap!” she shouts as she hurries around the wall and flops down on the couch next to me. “Hot date tonight!” she sings loudly, raising her arms up in the air. “Whew, I need to take a cold shower after that.”

      “You watched?” I blush quickly, embarrassed at the thought of having an audience.

      “No, no, no, it wasn’t like that,” she corrects. “I was in the kitchen when you guys came in the house. If I would’ve left, you’d have seen me and I didn’t want to distract from your floor show,” she teases, referring to my stretching routine. “I heard only.”

      I blush at the thought of her listening to our conversation, but find comfort in the notion that she listened. Now I can get an unbiased opinion about our exchange.

      “Ace? Does he know what that stands for?”

      “Nope!” I smirk.

      “Damn, Ry...” Haddie shakes her head “...the man’s got it bad for you.”

      I falter. Her statement blindsides me. I pick at the cuticle on the side of my nail for a moment, trying not to jump to conclusions. “Nah, it’s more like pure, unadulterated lust.”

      “Not how I see it,” Haddie responds, my eyebrows quirk up in question. “Smitten is the word that comes to mind.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “Oh, c’mon, Rylee! Hard and fast?” she sputters.

      “That’s just sex.” I shrug. “Not commitment.”

      “It’s unfathomable how much he wants you?” she tries.

      “Sex again,” I correct.

      “Unimaginable how much he wanted you to say yes to tonight?”

      “Because he thinks it will lead to sex,” I reply with a smile on my face.

      “How about when he said it wasn’t a one-night stand?” she tries again, eyes full of humor. Her heart shaped lips form a smile, thinking she’s proven me wrong this time.

      “Semantics,” I answer. “Maybe he wants a thirty-night stand? I mean he only said it wasn’t a one-nighter.”

      “You’re incorrigible.” She laughs, grabbing my knee and squeezing it lightly. “But hell, at least it’d be thirty days worth of great sex, Rylee!” she gushes, her excitement for me palpable. “You’re going out with him again tonight! On a real date!”

      “I know.” I sigh, shaking my head at the thought of getting to spend more time with Colton. “At least there might be conversation tonight before we have sex,” I joke, although a rational part of me knows the truth.

      Haddie bursts out laughing. “Oh, Rylee, my sensible friend...” she pats my leg “...this is going to be so much fun to watch you experience.”

      I quirk my eyebrow at her and shake my head, filled with so much love for her and so much confusion over the situation with Colton. I sigh deeply, leaning my head back on the comfortable couch and angling it to the side so I can look at her. “Did I handle that right, Haddie? I tried so hard to be what he wants and—”

      “You are what he wants, Rylee, or he wouldn’t have tracked you down to your house.” She is exasperated at having to explain this to me. Again. “C’mon, Ry,” she says, oblivious to my train of thought. “What you did was brilliant! You walk out on him after sex last night and the next morning he shows up at our doorstep. I mean...” she shakes her head, a knowing smile on her lips “...that’s more than just sex, Ry. The man’s got it bad for you.”

      I feel her words take hold, but I’m afraid to believe them. Afraid to hope that there’s a chance at anything with Colton. My head tries to shut out the surge from my heart, but it fails miserably. The hopeless romantic in me allows me a moment to daydream. To hope. I close my eyes, sinking in to the glimmer of possibility.

      “Shit!” I scrub my hands over my face as panic makes its way through my thoughts.

      “What?” Haddie opens her eyes, narrowing them as she looks over at me.

      “What if I can’t do it?”

      “Which part of it are you referring to?” she questions warily. “Because it’s a little late, sister, if the it you’re referring to is sex.”

      “Very funny.” I huff. “I meant what if I can’t turn off the emotions. What if I fall for him, Had?” I sit up and run my fingers through my hair, and the action makes me think of Colton’s fingers there earlier. “I mean he’s arrogant and overconfident and he warns me away but tells me he’s drawn to me, and he’s reckless and he’s passionate and sexy as hell and … so, so much more.” I press my fingers to my eyes and sit there for a minute, Haddie allowing me the moment to absorb everything. “I know without a doubt that it’s a good possibility.” I look up at her. “Then what?”

      “It seems he’s not the only one who’s smitten,” she says softly before I glare at her. She scoots over next to me and lays her head on my shoulder. “No one can fault you for being afraid, Rylee, but life’s about taking chances. About having fun and not always playing it safe. So what if he’s a little reckless? The fact that he scares you might be a good thing. Life begins at the end of your comfort zone.” She leans back and wriggles her eyebrows. “Have some wild, reckless sex with him. He obviously likes you. Who knows, maybe it will turn into something more. Maybe it won’t. But at least you took the chance.”
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      Life begins at the end of your comfort zone. I think about Haddie’s advice as I get ready for my date with Colton. The song in the background makes me smile. It is the song that Colton’s earlier text referred to:

      Dress casual. Since you still seem to run away rather than talk to me, I’ll use your method of communication to relay my message. Taio Cruz, Fast Car. See you at six.

      

      Haddie had smiled knowingly when I showed her the text and scrambled for her iPad to play the song for me. We laughed out loud at the song’s words. “I want to drive you like a fast car.” Perfectly fitting for Colton to send.

      We then scrambled to find a song I could send back to him. “Something to make him think about you the rest of the day and knock his socks off,” Haddie had said while scrolling through her vast library of music. After several minutes of silence, she yelled, “I’ve got the perfect song, Rylee!”

      “What is it?”

      “Just listen,” she said as the opening line of the song began. I started laughing out loud, knowing the song and liking the sexiness of it. Before we knew it, Haddie and I were dancing around the living room singing at the top of our lungs. The song was perfect! Sexy, suggestive, and confident—everything I felt but was too shy to be in front of him. So before I lost my nerve, I grabbed my phone and texted Colton back:

      Nice song, Ace. It fits you perfectly. Now, I’ve got one for you that fits me. Mya, My love is like whoa! I’ll be waiting for you at six.

      A few minutes later, I received a response back:

      Shit. Now I’m hard. Six o’clock.

      I smile at the thought of our earlier exchange, a small thrill running through me that I have such an effect on him. I look in the mirror and scrutinize my outfit, heeding Colton’s advice from the text to dress casual. I have my favorite True Religion jeans on with a violet-colored cashmere sweater that has capped sleeves and a sexy but tasteful low V-neckline. I’ve forgone the Haddie makeover tonight, opting to do my own make-up and hair. My make-up is natural and light: a little blush, some lip-gloss, smudged eyeliner, and thick mascara to highlight my eyes. Despite playing around with my hair for a while, I opt to keep it down, my curls loose on my back. I add simple diamond studs to my ears and some gold bangles to my wrist.

      I twist my ring around and around on my finger, contemplating whether I should wear it or not. I take it off and look at it—three thin, wavy, intertwined diamond bands. Past, present, and future. I can still hear him whisper those words in my ear as we stared at it on my finger the night he proposed. I close my eyes and smile at the memory, surprised when the tears that usually threaten don’t come. I play with it a moment more before hesitantly twisting it off. I stare at it for a beat before I place it in my jewelry box. I pick it back up in indecision, a war of emotions raging inside of me.

      Fresh start, I remind myself with a deep, steadying breath, and place it back in the box. I’ve worn the ring everyday for three years. I feel naked without it, both inside and out. I wiggle my fingers and look at the lighter band of skin that had been protected from the sun. I feel a weight lifting off of me and at the same time a sadness that it’s time to move on. I kiss the spot on my finger and say a silent I love you to Max, taking a moment to absorb the importance of this moment before turning to do my last minute touch-ups in the mirror.

      I’m slipping on my black, heeled boots when the doorbell rings. I press a hand to my belly, finding it oddly strange that I’m nervous. The man has seen me naked, and yet I still have butterflies. Haddie calls out to me that she’ll answer the door. I grab my cropped leather jacket and purse, check myself in the mirror one last time, and make my way down the hallway. I nervously run my hands over my sides and hips, smoothing down my shirt, the clicking from the heels of my boots muted by the runner on the hardwood floor. I hear Colton laugh out loud as I turn the corner near the family room.

      His back is to me when I enter the room. I suck in my breath when I see him. A pair of dark blue jeans hang low on his hips, hugging his ass and thighs. The man can fill out denim, no question about that. His broad shoulders and strong back stretch the cotton of his plain white T-shirt. The back of his hair curls up at the nape of his neck, and I itch to run my fingers through it. He oozes sex appeal, smolders with rebellion, and radiates confidence. One look at him makes me crave and want and fear all at once. And he’s all mine for the night.

      Before Haddie can acknowledge my entrance, Colton stops mid-sentence. My body tightens at the anticipation, and the deep-seated ache he’s awakened in me rises to new heights as he looks over his shoulder, his body sensing my presence. I swear I can feel the air crackle with electricity as our eyes meet, our bodies vibrating.

      “Rylee.” My name comes out in a breath, the single word laced with so much promise for the night.

      “Hi, Ace.” It’s impossible to mask my pleasure at seeing him again. I smile, hoping he sees how much I want to spend time with him and fearing he might read the emotions simmering beneath the excitement.

      We step toward each other as he flashes his megawatt grin at me. I fumble with the strap of my purse anxiously as he simply stares at me. “Gorgeous as ever,” he murmurs finally after I feel like all of the air has been sucked out of the room. He reaches out and runs his hand up and down my bare arm, the contact casual but powerful. “You ready?”

      Two simple words. That’s all they are really, but Colton makes those two simple words sound seductive. I nod my head and murmur, “Hmmm-hmmm,” and am caught off guard as he leans in and kisses the tip of my nose. Such a simple gesture but so unexpected from someone like him.

      “Let’s go, then.”

      I glance over my shoulder and flash a smile at Haddie, my silent goodbye. I catch the quick thumbs up she flashes me before we leave.

      Colton places his hand on the small of my back as he walks me toward the Range Rover, the simple placement of his hand a comfort to my unsettled nerves. Before he reaches for the passenger side door handle, Colton moves the hand from my lower back around to my stomach and pulls me into him so his body ghosts mine. I hold my breath, the unexpected contact with him awakening the smoldering burn he’s set fire to. He wraps his other arm around my shoulders and lowers his head to nuzzle his face in the crook of my neck. The warmth of his breath, the sandpaper feel of his shadowed beard, the suggested intimacy of the touch, and the rare glimpse at the affectionate side of Colton causes me to close my eyes momentarily to steady myself and quiet the mixture of sensations rioting inside of me.

      “Thank you for saying yes, Ryles,” he murmurs before kissing the hollow spot just below my ear. “Now, let me show you a good time.” I angle my head against his cheek and close my eyes enjoying the firm heat of him against me. And all too soon he’s released me from his arms and is opening the car door for me, ushering me in.

      By the time Colton has reached the driver’s side, his brooding silence has returned. He clicks his seatbelt and glances over at me. Despite the apprehension I see flickering in his eyes, he reaches over and places a hand on my knee, squeezing it in reassurance.

      We drive in a comfortable silence as I watch the tree lined street of my neighborhood pass by us. The moon is out, full and bright, lighting up the warm January night sky. I look over at Colton, the dash lights casting a glow on his face. A shock of his dark hair has fallen haphazardly over his forehead, and I watch his eyes, framed by thick lashes, scan the road ahead of us. The line of his profile is stunning with his imperfect nose, strong bone structure, and sensually sculpted lips. My gaze trails down to take in his strong arms and competent hands on the wheel. The combination of dark hair, translucent eyes, and bronzed skin mixed with the potency of his indifferent attitude—an attitude that makes you want to be the one who matters and be the one who can break through that tough exterior—that combination, it should be illegal. He really does take one’s breath away.

      When I look back at his face, Colton glances over at me and his eyes hold my gaze before flicking back to the road. A shy smile forms on his lips, his only acknowledgement of my quiet observation of him. The car revs, gunning forward on the freeway, and I laugh at him.

      “What?” he feigns innocently, squeezing my knee.

      “You like to go fast don’t you, Ace?” I realize the innuendo the minute I say it.

      He looks over at me, a wicked grin on his lips, enunciating every word of his answer. “You have no idea, Rylee.”

      “Actually, I think I do,” I reply wryly. Colton throws his head back in a full-bodied laugh and shakes his head at me. “No, seriously. What is it about speed that’s so attractive to you?”

      He mulls it over momentarily before answering. “Trying to tame …” He stops to reconsider his answer. “No, rather trying to control the uncontrollable, I guess.”

      “That’s a fitting metaphor if I’ve ever heard one.” And I can’t help but wonder if he’s referring to something deeper.

      “Whatever do you mean?” He plays along innocently.

      “Someone once told me that I should research my dates.” I look over at him, his eyebrows rising at my comment. “Quite the wild child, aren’t we?”

      Colton gives me his brighter than the sun megawatt smile. “No one can ever claim that I’m boring or predictable,” he muses, looking over his shoulder to change lanes. “Besides, outrunning your demons has a way of doing that to you.” Before I can even process the words, Colton skillfully changes the subject. “Food or fun first?”

      I want to ask questions, figure out what he means by his comment, but I bite my tongue and answer. “Fun. Definitely fun!”

      “Good choice,” he responds, before muttering a curse when his cell phone rings on the car speaker. “Sorry,” he apologizes before tapping a button on the steering wheel.

      The screen on the dash says the name Tawny, and I immediately bristle at the sight. Researching my date certainly gave me more information than just his run-ins with trouble. I now know what Tawny looks like, that she’s been his date to numerous functions over the years, and this is the second out of the last three times I’ve been with Colton that she’s called him. My sudden pang of jealousy surprises me, but it only gets stronger when I hear Colton’s familiarity with her.

      “Hey, Tawn. You’re on speaker,” he warns.

      “Oh!” I can’t help but find a tiny bit of joy when I hear the surprise in her voice. “I thought that you’d called it off with Raq—”

      “I have,” he responds in a clipped tone. “What do you need, Tawny?” he says with irritation in his tone.

      What a bitchy comment from her. What if I had been Raquel in the car with him? I sense her staking a claim on her territory, Colton.

      Silence fills the line. “Oh. Um. I was just calling to tell you that the formal letters went out today for the sponsorship.” When he doesn’t say a word, she continues, “That’s it.”

      What? She works for him? With him? On a daily basis? That’s just what I need filling my head as jealousy rears it’s bitchy head. Fucking lovely.

      “Great. Thanks for letting me know.” And with that he pushes a button and the line disconnects abruptly. Colton sighs out loud and a part of me is happy at his impatience.

      “Sorry,” he says again, and I’m sure he’s referencing Tawny’s mention of Raquel. So they were an item. She just wasn’t some chick he found at the club. The catty side of me at least revels in the fact it was me he left with that night. The compassionate side of me winces for I know that Colton isn’t someone who would be easy to get over.

      “No biggie.” I shrug as I take notice of our location. We’re heading out of the city, the opposite direction from where I would expect to be going.

      We ride in a comfortable silence for a couple of minutes then Colton turns a corner and the bright lights of a Ferris wheel light up the sky. I glance over at him, and my heart tumbles slowly upon seeing the boyish grin on his face. Colton drives between the flagged gates and pulls the car slowly down the bumpy, dirt road.

      My eyes widen at the scene before me. The dirt field is crammed with every typical carnival ride one can imagine, complete with a flashing sign for a Midway section with games impossible to win and signs advertising horribly fattening food. I’m so excited.

      He parks the car and turns to me. “Is this okay?” he asks, and I swear I can hear nerves tinge his voice, but I know that’s not possible. Not from the ultra-confident, always-sure-of-himself Colton Donavan. Or is it?

      I nod my head, bottom lip between my teeth as he exits the car and comes around my side to open my door. “I’m excited,” I tell him as he takes my hand and helps me out. He shuts the door and turns to me, my back against the car. His eyes blaze with desire as he stares at me, brings his hands up to the side of my neck, and brushes his thumbs over my cheeks.

      I can see the muscles in his jaw clenching as he shakes his head softly, silently responding to some internal conflict that causes a ghost of a smile to play on his lips. “Sweetheart, I’ve wanted to do this since I left your house this morning.” He leans in, eyes still connected with mine. “Since I got your text.” He raises his eyebrows. “You intoxicate me, Rylee.” His words surge into my soul as he closes the distance between us.

      His mouth captures mine in a dizzying kiss, tempting me with his addictive taste so I’m left fighting to regain my equilibrium. His mouth possesses mine with a quiet demand, yet the kiss is so full of tenderness, so packed with unnamed emotions, that I don’t want it to end.

      But it does, and I’m left to grip my fingers onto his biceps to steady myself. He kisses my nose softly before murmuring, “You ready to have some fun?”

      I don’t know how he expects me to respond since he just stole my breath, but after a moment I manage to say, “Definitely!” as he releases me to open the rear door. He pulls out a black baseball hat, well worn with a threadbare spot on the tip of the bill. The logo is a sewn-on patch of a tire with two wings coming out from the hub, and it’s curled up at the edges.

      Colton tugs it down on his head, using both hands to adjust the brim properly before turning to me with an embarrassed grimace. “Sorry. It’s just easier in the long run if I try to go incognito from the start.”

      “No problem,” I say, reaching up to tug on the lip. “I like it!”

      “Oh, really?” He grabs my hand and we begin weaving through the parked cars toward the entrance.

      “Yeah, I kinda have a thing for baseball players,” I tease, looking over at him and keeping my face straight.

      “Not race car drivers?” he asks, tugging on my hand.

      “Not particularly,” I deadpan.

      “I guess I’ll have to work a little harder to persuade you then,” he says suggestively.

      “That might take a lot of persuading.” I smile playfully at him, his eyes hidden by the shadow cast from the lid of his cap. I swing our hands back and forth. “Do you think you’re up for the challenge, Ace?”

      “Oh, Rylee …” he chides, “Don’t ask for something you can’t handle. I told you, I can be very persuasive. Don’t you remember the last time you dared me?” He tugs me closer and puts his arm around my shoulders.

      How can I forget? I’m here right now because of that pseudo-dare.

      We approach the ticket booth, and Colton releases his hold on me to buy our tickets as well as a wristband giving us complete access to all rides and games at the carnival. We enter through the gates, Colton tugging his hat down low, covering his eyes, before placing his hand on my lower back. The smell of dirt, frying oil, and barbeque fill my nose while my eyes take in the dazzling, blinking lights. I can hear the rush of the small roller coaster to the right of us, along with the screams of its riders as it plunges downwards. Little kids wander around with dazed looks, clutching balloons in one little hand, holding tightly to a parent with the other. Teenagers walk hand in hand, thinking they’re so cool that they’re here without their parents. I can’t help my smile because despite my age, I’m excited—I haven’t been to a carnival like this since I was their age.

      “Where to first?” Colton asks as we stroll lazily hand in hand down the Midway, smiling and politely refusing the offers to “win a prize” from the game vendors.

      “The rides definitely,” I tell him as I look around. “Not sure which one yet, though.”

      “A girl after my own heart!” He pats his free hand against his chest, smiling at me.

      “Adrenaline junkie!” I tell him, bumping my hip up against his thigh.

      “Damn straight!” he laughs as we approach what appears to be the center of “Ride Alley” as the sign above us advertises. “So which one, Ryles?”

      I look around at the rides, noting several different women staring at us. At first I worry that they recognize Colton, but then realize they are probably just looking at the hot guy standing beside me.

      “Hmmmm.” I contemplate all of the rides, settling on a long-running favorite. I point toward the ride closest to us. “I used to love this as a kid!”

      “Good old Tilt-A-Whirl.” Colton laughs, tugging me in its direction. “C’mon, let’s go.” His enthusiasm is endearing. A man who whirls hundreds of miles an hour around a track, rubs elbows with some of the brightest stars in Hollywood, and could be somewhere upscale right now, is excited about going on a simple carnival ride. With me. I have to pinch myself.

      We get in line to wait our turn. He bumps me softly with his shoulder. “So tell me more about you, Rylee.”

      “Is this the job interview part of the date?” I tease playfully. “What do you want to know?”

      “What’s your story? Where you’re from? What’s your family like? What are your secret vices?” he suggests, grabbing my hand in his again and raising it to his lips. The simple sign of affection sneaks over the protective wall around my heart.

      “All the juicy details, huh?”

      “Yep!” His grin lights up his face, and he pulls me toward him so he can casually lay his hand over my shoulder. “Tell me everything.”

      “Well, I grew up in a typical, middle-class family in San Diego. My mom owns an interior design company and my dad restores vintage memorabilia.”

      “Very cool,” Colton exclaims as I reach my hand up to link it with his that’s casually resting over my shoulder. “What are they like?”

      “My parents?” He nods his head at me. His question surprises me because it’s beyond just the superficial. It’s as if he really wants to know me. “My dad’s a typical Type A, everything in its order, whereas my mom is very creative. Very much a free spirit. Opposites attract, I guess. We’re really close. It killed them when I decided to stay in Los Angeles after college.” I shrug. “They’re great, just worry too much. You know, typical parents.” We move ahead in the line as the current set of riders vacate their cars and the next set moves on. “I’m very lucky to have them,” I tell him, a little pang of homesickness hitting me.  I haven’t seen them in a couple of weeks.

      “Any siblings?” Colton asks, playing with my fingers as he holds my hand.

      “I have an older brother. Tanner.” The thought of him makes me smile. Colton hears the reverence in my voice when I speak of my brother and smiles softly back at me. “He travels a lot. I never know where he’s going to be one week to the next. He’s a foreign correspondent for the Associated Press in the Middle East.”

      He notes my furrowed brow. “Not exactly the safest job these days. Sounds like you worry a lot.”

      I lean into him. “Yeah, but he’s doing what he loves.”

      “I can definitely understand that.” We start to shuffle forward again. “What do you think? Are we going to make it this time?”

      I step in front of him and stand on my tippy-toes and gauge the line. A small thrill moves through me as I feel him place his hands on both sides of my torso, where my waist and hips meet. I look a bit longer than I need to, not wanting him to remove his hands. “Hmmm, I think next time,” I respond, lowering my heels to the ground.

      Rather than remove his hands, Colton wraps his arms around me and sets his chin on my shoulder. I sink into him, my softness against his steel, and close my eyes momentarily so I can absorb the feeling of him.

      “So finish telling me about you,” he murmurs in my ear, the coarseness of his whiskered jaw rubbing the crook of my neck as he speaks.

      “Not much else to tell really,” I shrug my shoulders subtly, not wanting him to move. “Played lots of sports through high school. Went to UCLA. Met Haddie as my roommate freshman year. Four years later, I majored in psychology with a minor in social work. Got my job and have been doing it ever since. Pretty boring really.”

      “Normal’s not boring,” he corrects. “Normal is desirable.”

      I am about to ask him what he means when we move forward and are directed onto the uneven surface of the ride. We slide into the car, lower the safety bar, and wait for the rest of the ride to be loaded. Colton slides his arm around my back before he continues, “So what about vices? What do you need to have?”

      Besides you? The words almost slip out, but I catch myself before its too late. I look at him, squinting my eyes in thought. “Don’t laugh,” I warn him.

      He laughs loudly. “Now you have me very curious.”

      “Well, besides the obvious female things, wine, Hershey kisses, mint chocolate chip ice cream.” I pause to think, a smile turning up the corners of my mouth. “I’d have to say music.” He raises his eyebrows at me. “It’s not very scandalous, I know.”

      “What kind of music?”

      I shrug. “All kinds, really. Just depends on my mood.”

      “When you need it the most, what type do you listen to?”

      “I’m embarrassed to say this...” I shield my eyes with my hand in mock shame “...Top 40, cheesy pop music in particular.”

      “No!” he yells out in mock horror, laughing loudly. “Oh God, please don’t tell me you like boy bands,” he sneers sarcastically. When I just look at him with a smug smile, he starts laughing. “You and my sister will get along just fine. I had to listen to that crap for years growing up.”

      He plans on me meeting his sister? I quickly wipe the shocked look off of my face and continue. “She must have great taste in music then!” I kid. “Hey, I live in a house full of teenagers, I hear all kinds of Top 40 music, all day long”

      “Nice try, but nothing justifies liking boy bands, Rylee.”

      “Spoken like a true guy!”

      “Would you rather I be something else?” he asks, tapping a finger to the tip of my nose as I laugh, shaking my head no. He leans forward and looks around the ride to see when we’re going to start. “Here we go.”

      It’s not lost on me that our conversation has been solely about me. I begin to think about this as the ride starts to twist and turn and spin violently in circles. I am thrown against the side of Colton’s body, and he clutches his arm around me, holding me tightly to him. He is laughing hysterically at the rush of the ride, and I tell him to close his eyes because it heightens the sensation. I swear I hear him say something about showing me more of that later, but I’m distracted from asking because as soon as it begins, the ride is over.

      Colton and I proceed to ride the tea-cups, the swings, sneak a kiss in the Fun House’s lover’s lane, raise our hands high above our heads as we plummet downward on the roller coaster, and sling back and forth on the dragon ship. We step off of the freefall ride after having our stomachs jolted up into our mouths, and Colton declares his need for a drink.

      We stroll over to a food vendor and he buys two drinks and a mammoth funnel of cotton candy. He looks over at me, dead serious. “No carnival is complete without making yourself sick on the pure goodness of spun sugar.” He looks at me with the grin of a mischievous little boy, and it melts my heart.

      I laugh as we stroll over to a nearby bench. We are almost there when we hear a voice behind us. “Excuse me?”

      We both turn to see a middle-aged woman standing behind us. “Yes?” I ask, but it’s obvious she couldn’t care less about me. Her eyes are completely fixated on Colton.

      “Sorry to interrupt, but, my friends and I have a bet going … are you Colton Donavan?”

      I can feel Colton’s hand tense in mine, but his face remains impassive. A slow smile spreads across his face as he glances over at me and then back to the woman in front of us. “That’s flattering of you to think, ma’am, but I’m sorry to disappoint you. I actually get that a lot.” The woman’s face falls in disappointment. “Thank you for the compliment, though. My name’s Ace Thomas,” Colton says as he holds out his hands to shake hers. The mixture of my nickname for him and my last name makes me smile softly at the idea that he is thinking of the two of us as being intertwined. Connected.

      She shakes his hand reluctantly, muttering, “Nice to meet you,” embarrassed at her intrusion, before she turns quickly and walks back to her friends.

      “Nice to meet you too, ma’am.” Colton calls after her, the rigidity in his shoulders easing as we turn our backs to her and continue to the bench. He lets out a soft sigh. “I hate doing that. Lying like that,” he says. “It’s just that once one person realizes, then it’s nonstop. Out come the camera phones and the Facebook posts and before you know it, we’re surrounded, the paparazzi show up, and I’ve spent the whole evening tending to strangers and ignoring you.”

      His reasoning takes me by surprise, and I’m flattered that he’s put it in these terms. “This is my life,” he explains without apology, “for the most part. I grew up by default with a famous family, but I made the choice to be a public person. I accept the fact that I’m going to be followed and photographed and hounded for autographs. I get it,” he says, sitting down on the bench beside me, “and I don’t mind it, really. I mean I’m not complaining. I’m usually very accommodating, especially when it comes to kids. But sometimes, like tonight, I just …” He tugs his hat down further on his head. “I just don’t want to be bugged.” He leans forward, angling his head so the brim of his hat clears my forehead, and says, “I just want it to be you and me.” He leans in, brushing his lips against mine in a brief but tender kiss, emphasizing his last words.

      I pull back and smile tentatively at him, raising my hand to toy lazily with the curls flipping over his cap at the back of his neck. We stare at each other for a moment, exchanging unspoken words: lust, desire, enjoyment, playfulness, and compatibility. My grin spreads wider. “Ace Thomas, huh?”

      He grins back at me, the lines at the corners of his eyes crinkling. “It was the first thing that came to mind.” He shrugs, raising his eyebrows. “If I’d have hesitated, she would’ve known I was lying.”

      “True,” I concede, taking a pinch of the cotton candy that Colton offers me. “My God, this stuff is over-the-top sweet!”

      “I know. Pure sugar.” Colton chuckles, widening his eyes at me. “That’s why it’s so damn good!” He looks out at the rides. “Man, when I was a kid, after—” He pauses quietly. “After I met my parents, they’d spoil me by taking me to baseball games. I’d get so sick eating this crap.” The corners of his mouth turn up in a ghost of a smile at the memory. And I can’t help but wonder what life was like for him before he met his parents.

      We lapse into an easy silence, watching the rides and the people around us, taking small nibbles of cotton candy. I am really enjoying myself. He is attentive and engaging and seems as if he really is interested in me as a person. I guess I was expecting more of a surface get-to-know-you, so being proved wrong is nice.

      Colton moves his hand over to squeeze my knee and points over to the only ride left. “You ready to take on the Zipper, Ryles?”

      I blanch at the thought of the small enclosed cage tumbling endlessly through the air. Being jolted and shoved backwards and forwards while being confined. I swallow loudly. “Not really.” I shake my head.

      “C’mon, be a sport,” he pressures jokingly.

      I can feel the impending claustrophobia of the ride, and I move my shoulders back and forth to ward the phantom feeling away. “Sorry. I can’t,” I mutter, feeling the heat of embarrassment flush through my system. “I’m super claustrophobic,” I tell him, pushing my hair off my face.

      “I’ve noticed,” he says wryly. When I raise an eyebrow at him, he continues, “Remember? Storage closet? Backstage?” he says with a suggestive smirk on his face.

      “Oh. Yes.” I can feel my cheeks burn red, mortified at my, then, actions. “How could I forget?”

      “Were you always that way or did your brother lock you in the closet and forget about you as a kid?” he chides, laughing with amusement at the thought.

      “Uh-uh.” I shake my head and quickly shift my eyes away from his, hoping he misses the tears that fill them momentarily at the memory. Although it has been two years, it still hits me like yesterday when old demons resurface. I reach over to twist my ring around my finger and find the spot empty. I exhale shakily, closing my eyes momentarily to control my emotions. I’m angry with myself for reacting so strongly to the suggestion of a damn carnival ride.

      His laugh stops immediately when he notices my agitation, and he places an arm around my shoulder, pulling me into him. “Hey look. I’m sorry, Rylee. I didn’t mean—”

      “No, it’s okay.” I say, leaning forward out of his grasp, escaping the heat of him and embarrassed at my reaction, “There’s no need to apologize. I’m the one who should be sorry.” He nods his head in acceptance to me, his eyes imploring me to say more. “I—um, I was in a pretty bad car accident a couple of years back … I was trapped for a while.” I shake my head to clear the vivid memories pressing in on me. “Since then, I can’t stand being in small places. Feeling trapped.”

      He places his hand on my back and reassuringly rubs up and down. “The scars?” he asks.

      “Uh-huh,” I answer, still trying to find my voice.

      “But you’re all healed now?” The genuine concern that fills his voice makes me look back and smile at him.

      “Physically, yes,” I tell him as I lean back into the comfort of him, resting my back partially on his torso. His arm instinctively goes around me. “Emotionally...” I sigh “...I have my days. I told you, Colton, excess baggage.”

      He places a kiss to the side of my head, keeping his lips pressed there. I can feel the questions he wants to ask me in our silence. What happened and how bad was it? Why an accident has baggage that makes me run from him? I don’t want to mar the night with sadness so I pinch off a piece of cotton candy and turn my body so that I face him, my bent knee resting on his thigh. I wave the piece of cotton candy in front of his face.

      “How sweet do you like it, Ace?” I flirt with him before I lick my bottom lip and then provocatively place the fluff of sugar between them.

      He leans into me, need darkening his eyes, a salacious grin playing his lips. “Oh, sweetheart, you taste sweet enough already.” He bites at the cotton candy hanging between my lips, purposefully nipping my bottom lip, pulling on it. The quick bite of pain is replaced by a quick lick of his tongue. The low moan of pleasure that comes from the back of his throat turns me on. Makes me want to drink him in. Right here. Right now.

      “I definitely like the taste of that,” he murmurs against my lips. “We just might have to wrap this up and take this with us for later.” He lazily brushes his lips against mine. “In case you need a little sweetener after I dirty you up.”

      I can feel his mouth curve in a smile against my lips. His suggestive words send a tightening pulse deep down in my belly. The promise of more to come with him dampens my sex and turns my soft ache into a smoldering burn.

      I sigh against his lips, completely bewitched and totally enchanted by him. I lean my forehead against his, taking the time to steady myself.

      “So,” Colton says, pulling back and pressing a soft kiss on my forehead before continuing. “We have two things left that must be done before we leave here.”

      He rises from the bench, tucking the wrapped bag of cotton candy under his arm, a smirk on his face, and grabs my hand, pulling me to my feet. “Oh, really? And what would those be?”

      “We have to ride the Ferris wheel,” he says, tapping me on the butt playfully, “and I have to win you a stuffed animal.”

      I laugh out loud as we head for the Ferris wheel. The line is short and we chat, surprised at how many things we have in common despite coming from such different backgrounds. How much our likes and dislikes are similar. How our taste in movies and television are alike.

      We are ushered to the car and locked in place with the bar across our laps. We start to move slowly, Colton draping his arm around my shoulder. “So you never finished telling me about you.”

      “What is this?” I laugh. “Don’t think I haven’t noticed you haven’t been put on the spot yet.”

      “I’m next,” he promises, kissing my temple as I snuggle into the warmth and security of his arms as we climb higher. He points at a vendor juggling balls on the ground below. “Tell me, Rylee. What’s your future look like? A nice husband, two point five kids, and a white picket fence?”

      “Hmmm, maybe. Someday. But the husband has to be hot and nice,” I kid, laughing out loud. “No kids, though.”

      I feel his body tense at my words, his silence deafening, before he responds. “That surprises me. You love kids. Work with them all day. You don’t want your own?” I can hear the confusion in his voice and can feel his jaw moving as it rests on the crown of my head.

      “I’ll see what fate deals me,” I tell him, hoping he’s satisfied with my answer and that he won’t pry any further. “Look!” I point out to the skyline where the top part of the full moon is just rising over the hills, glad that I can change the topic. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Hmm-hmmm,” he murmurs as we sit watching its ascent. “You know what the rule is when the Ferris wheel reaches the top, right?”

      “No, what?” I ask, pulling away from the warmth of his arms to face him.

      “This,” he says before closing his mouth over mine and fisting a hand in my hair. The hunger in his kiss is so tangible that I lose myself in him and the moment. His tongue slips past my lips, licking seductively at mine. I feel the gentle whir of the ride; the heated warmth of his fingertips whispering over my cheek; the sweet taste of cotton candy on his tongue; the hush of my name on his lips. The feeling of our marked descent has us pulling back, stepping back from the depths of the fire raging between us.

      “Sweet Jesus,” Colton mutters, amused, adjusting in the seat so he can shift the seam of denim pressing against his arousal. “I react like a damn teenager around you.” He shakes his head, his embarrassment clear.

      “C’mon, Ace,” I say, my ego inflated, “you owe me a stuffed animal.”

      Thirty minutes later and several games conquered, my sides hurt from laughing at Colton’s playful antics, but I’m the proud owner of an oversized and very lopsided-looking stuffed dog. I lean up against the corner of one of the permanent buildings at the fairgrounds, one leg bent at the knee with my foot flat against the building, and my new treasured prize resting on my hip. I watch Colton play one last game, take the small prize he’s won, and hand it off to the little boy standing next to him at the booth. He ruffles the little boy’s hair and smiles at his mom before sauntering back to me. Taut muscles bunch beneath his T-shirt as he moves, and his body screams that it was made for sin. It’s impossible for me to take my eyes off of him. I can see that I’m not the only one as I watch the mom’s eyes follow Colton’s back as he leaves, an appreciative look on her face.

      “Are you having fun?” he asks, approaching me, tugging on the ear of the stuffed dog.

      I grin stupidly at him. As if he even has to ask that question. I’m with him, aren’t I?

      He reaches out and runs a fingertip down my cheek. “I love your smile, Rylee. The one you have right now.” He cups my neck, the pad of his thumb running over my lower lip. His translucent eyes look into mine and search inside of me. “You look so carefree and lighthearted. So beautiful.”

      I angle my head, my lips parting at the touch of his thumb. “As opposed to you?” I question. He quirks his eyebrows in question. “When you smile it screams mischief and trouble.” And heartbreak, I think. I shake my head when the exact smile I’m talking about graces his lips. I run my free hand up the plain of his chest, liking the hiss of his breath I hear in response to my touch as well as the fire that leaps into his eyes. “And it has ‘I’m a stereotypical bad boy’ written all over it.”

      The grin widens. “Bad boy, huh?”

      Right now, in this moment, there is no way I’ll ever be able to resist him with his tousled hair, emerald eyes, and that smile. I look up at him through my lashes, my bottom lip between my teeth.

      “Are you one of those girls who like bad boys, Rylee?” he asks, his voice gruff with desire, his lips inches from mine, his eyes glistening with a dare.

      “Never,” I whisper, barely having enough composure to find my voice.

      “Do you know what bad boys like to do?” He takes a hand and places it on my lower back, pressing me forcibly against him. Flash points of pleasure explode every place our bodies connect.

      Oh my! His touch. His hard body pressed against mine makes me need things I shouldn’t need. Shouldn’t need from him. But I don’t have the strength to fight it anymore. I suck in a ragged breath, not trusting myself to speak. “No,” is all I can manage to say for an answer. Between one breath and the next, Colton crushes his mouth to mine in a heat-searing kiss tinged with near violent desire. He kisses me as if we are in the privacy of his bedroom. His hands run up the length of my torso, flutter over my neck, and cup my face as he slowly eases the intensity of the kiss.

      He places his now-signature kiss on the tip of my nose before pulling back, the devilish look still smoldering in his eyes. “Us bad boys?” he continues, while my head still spins. “We like to ...” He leans in, his lips at my ear, the warmth of his breath tickling my skin. I think he is going to tell me something erotic. Something naughty he wants to do to me for his pregnant pause leaves me suspended in thought. “Eat dinner!”

      I throw my head back and laugh loudly at him, using my hand on his chest to push him away. He laughs with me, taking the stuffed dog from my arm. “Gotcha!” he says as he grabs my hand, saying goodbye to the carnival.

      We make our way to the car, chatting idly as we pull out of the parking lot. Colton turns the radio on and I softly sing along as we drive.

      “You really do like music, don’t you?”

      I smile at him, continuing to sing.

      “You’ve known the words to every song that’s played.”

      “It’s my little form of therapy,” I answer, adjusting my seatbelt so I can turn and face him.

      “The date’s that bad you need therapy already?” he jokes.

      “Stop!” I laugh at him. “I’m serious. It’s therapeutic.”

      “How’s that?” he asks, his face scrunched in concentration as we hit traffic on I-10.

      “The music, the words, the feeling behind it, what’s not being said.” I shrug. “I don’t know. Sometimes I think music expresses things better than I can. So maybe vicariously, when I’m singing, everything I’m too chicken to say to someone, I can relay in a song. That’s the best way to describe it, I guess.” A blush creeps over my cheeks, as I feel stupid for not being able to explain better.

      “Don’t get embarrassed,” he tells me as he reaches out and rests a hand on my knee. “I get it. I understand what you’re trying to say.”

      I pick imaginary lint off of my jeans, a nervous habit I have when I’m put on the spot. I laugh softly. “After the accident ...” I swallow loudly, shocked that he makes me comfortable enough that I’m volunteering this information. Pieces of me that I rarely talk about. “It helped me tremendously. When I came home from the hospital, poor Haddie was so sick of hearing the same songs over and over, she threatened to put my iPod in the garbage disposal.” I smile at the memory of how fed up she’d been at hearing Matchbox Twenty. “Even now, I use it with the kids. When they first come to us or if they are having a hard time dealing with their situation, if they can’t verbalize how they’re feeling, we use music to help them.” I shrug. “Sounds lame, I know, but it works.”

      Colton glances over at me, sincerity in his eyes. “You really love them, don’t you?”

      I answer without hesitation. “With all my heart.”

      “They are very lucky to have you fighting for them. It’s a brutal road for a kid to have to go down. It easily fucks you up.” He shakes his head, lapsing into silence.

      I can feel the sadness radiate off of him. I reach down and link my fingers with the hand he has resting on my leg and give it a reassuring squeeze. What happened to this beautiful man who one minute is playful and sexy and the next quiet and reflective? What can put that haunted look in those piercing green eyes? What has given him that roughshod drive to get his way, to succeed at all costs?

      “Do you want to talk about it?” I ask softly, afraid to pry but wanting him to share what deep, dark secret has a hold on him.

      He sighs loudly, the silence thick in the car. I steal a quick glance over at him and see the stress etched around his mouth. The lights of passing cars cast shadows on his face, making him seem even more untouchable. I regret asking the question, afraid I’ve pushed him further into his memories.

      Colton withdraws his hand from mine and takes his baseball hat off, tossing it in the backseat, and shoves his hand through his hair. He clenches and unclenches his jaw in thought. “Shit, Rylee.” And I think that is all I’m going to get as the car descends back into silence. Eventually he continues, “I don’t …” He stops as he exits the freeway. I can see him grip the steering wheel tightly with both hands. “I don’t need to haunt you with my demons, Ry. Fill your head with the shit that’s a psychologist’s wet dream. Give you ammunition to dissect and throw back in my face at everything I do—everything I say—when I fuck things up.”

      I immediately hear the when not if in his statement. The raw emotions behind his words hit me harder than his insensitivity. My years of experience tell me that he’s still hurting—still coping with whatever happened long ago.

      We stop at a light and Colton scrubs both hands over his face. “Look, I’m sorry. I—”

      “No apologies needed, Colton.” I reach out and squeeze his bicep. “Absolutely none.”

      He hangs his head momentarily, closing his eyes before lifting it back up and opening them. He glances over at me, a reserved smile on his face, sorrow in his eyes before mumbling, “Thanks.” He looks back at the road and steps on the accelerator as the light changes.
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      Our late dinner is sinfully good. Colton takes me to a small surf-shack type restaurant on Highway One slightly north of Santa Monica. Despite the busy Saturday night crowd, when the hostess sees Colton, she greets him by name and whisks us out to a rather private table on the patio that overlooks the water. The crash of waves serves as soft background music to our evening.

      “Come here much?” I ask wryly. “Or do you just use the fact that the hostess is in love with you to get the primo table?”

      He flashes a heart-stopping grin at me. “Rachel’s a sweet girl. Her dad owns the place. He has a ladder up to the rooftop. Sometimes he and I go up there and throw back a few beers. Shoot the shit. Escape the madness.” He leans over and taps the top of my nose with his finger. “I hope this is okay?” he asks.

      “Definitely! I like laid back,” I tell him. When his grin widens and his eyes darken, I look at him confused, “What?”

      He takes a sip of beer from his bottle, amusement filling his face, “I like you laid back too, just not in this environment.” His comment causes butterflies in my stomach. I giggle and swat at him playfully. He catches my hand and brings it casually to his lips before setting it on his thigh with his hand closing around it. “No, seriously,” he explains, “this is way more my style than the glitz and glamour of my parents’ lifestyle and expectations. My sister fits that lifestyle so much better than I do.” He rolls his eyes despite the utter adoration on his face when he mentions her.

      “How old is she?”

      “Quinlan? She’s twenty-six and a total pain in the ass!” He laughs. “She’s in graduate school at USC right now. She’s pushy and overbearing and protective and—”

      “And she loves you to death.”

      A boyish grin blankets his face as he nods in acceptance. “Yes, she does.” He mulls it over thoughtfully. “The feeling is completely mutual.”

      His ability to express his love for his sister is charming in a man otherwise unwilling to express himself emotionally.

      The waitress arrives, halting our conversation, and asks me if I am ready to order, although her eyes are fixated on Colton. I want to tell her I understand, I’m under his spell too. I’m still unsure what I want so I look at Colton. “I’ll have whatever you’re having.”

      He looks up at me, surprise on his face, “Their burgers are the best. Does that sound okay?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      “A girl after my own heart,” he teases, squeezing my hand. “Can we get two surf burgers with fries and another round of drinks, please,” he tells the waitress, and as I try to hand her my menu, I notice how flustered she is by Colton speaking to her.

      “So tell me about your parents.”

      “Uh-oh. Is this the Colton background portion of the night?” he kids.

      “You got it, Ace. Now spill it,” I tell him, taking a sip of my wine.

      He shrugs. “My dad is larger than life in everything he does. Everything. He’s supportive and always positive and a good friend to me now. And my mom, she’s more reserved. More the rock of our family.” He smiles softly at the thought, “but she definitely has a temper and a flair for the dramatic when she deems it necessary.”

      “Is Quinlan adopted too?”

      “No.” He drains the remainder of his beer, shaking his head. “She’s biological. My mom and dad decided one was enough for them with their busy schedules and all of the traveling to onset locations.” He raises his eyebrows. “And then my dad found me.” The simplicity in that last statement, the rawness behind the words, is profound.

      “Was that hard? Her being biological and you adopted?”

      He ponders the question, turning his head to look around the restaurant. “At times I think I used it for all it was worth. But when it comes down to it, I realized that my dad didn’t have to bring me home with him that day.” He plays with the label on his empty beer bottle. “He could have turned me over to social services, and God knows what would have happened since they’re not always the most efficient organization. But he didn’t.” He shrugs. “In time I grew to realize they really loved me, really wanted me, because, they kept me. They made me a part of their family.”

      I’m a little taken back by Colton’s honesty since I expected him to evade my questions. My heart breaks for the struggles of the little boy he was. I know he is glossing over the turmoil he must have experienced joining an already established family. “How was it growing up with parents in the public eye?”

      “I guess it really is my turn for the inquisition,” he jokes before stretching his arm out, resting his hand on the back of my chair, idly wrapping one of my curls around his finger as he speaks. “They did the best they could to insulate Quin and me from it all. Back then, the media was nothing like it is today.” He shrugs. “We had strict rules and mandatory Sunday night family dinners when my dad wasn’t on location. To us, the movie stars who came over for barbeques were just Tom and Russell, like any other people you invite to a family function. We didn’t know any differently.” He smiles broadly. “Man, they spoiled us rotten though, trying to make up for all I had missed out on in my early years.”

      He stops talking when the food is served. We both thank the waitress and put condiments on our burgers, deep in our thoughts. I’m surprised when Colton speaks again, continuing to talk about growing up.

      “God, I was a handful,” he admits. “Always creating a mess of one kind or another for them to have to clean up. Defiant. Rebelling against them—against everything really—every chance I had.”

      I take a bite of my hamburger, moaning at how good it is. He flashes a smile. “I told you they were the best!”

      “Heavenly!” I finish my bite. “Sooo good.” I wipe the corner of my mouth with a napkin and continue my quest for information on Colton. “So, why Donavan? Why not Westin?”

      “So why Ace?” he counters, flashing me a combative grin. “Why not stud muffin or lover?”

      It takes everything I have not to burst out laughing. Instead, I angle my head, eyes full of humor, as I purse my lips and stare at him. I was curious how long it’d take for him to ask me that question. “Stud muffin just sounds all kinds of wrong coming from you.” I finally laugh, setting my elbows on the table and my head in my hands. “Are you evading my question Ace?”

      “Nope,” he leans back in his chair, eyes never leaving mine. “I’ll answer your question when you answer mine.”

      “That’s how you’re going to play this?” I arch a brow at him. “Show me yours and I’ll show you mine?”

      Colton’s eyes light up with challenge and amusement. “Baby, I’ve already seen yours,” he says, flashing me a lightning fast grin before closing the distance and brushing his lips to mine and then pulling away before I get a chance to really sink into the kiss. My body hums in frustration and arousal. “But I’d be more than happy to see the whole package again.”

      My thoughts cloud and my thigh muscles tense at the thought, sexual tension colliding between the two of us. When I think I can speak without my voice betraying the effect he has on my body, I continue, “What was the question again?” I tease, batting my eyelashes playfully.

      “Ace?” He shrugs, darting his tongue out to wet his bottom lip. “Why do you call me that?”

      “It’s just something that Haddie and I made up a long time ago when we were in college.”

      Colton raises his eyebrows at me, a silent attempt at prompting me further, but I just smile shyly.  “So it stands for something then? And not just pertaining to me in particular?” he asks, working his jaw back and forth in thought as he waits for an answer I’m not going to give him. “And you’re not going to tell me what though, are you?”

      “Nope.” I grin at him before taking a sip of my drink, watching his brow furrow as the wheels in his mind turn in thought.

      “Hmmmm,” he murmurs, his eyes narrowing at me. “Always Charming and Endearing.” He smirks, obviously proud of himself for coming up with what he assumes the acronym stands for.

      “Nope,” I repeat myself, a grin tugging at the corners of my mouth.

      His smile widens further as he tips his beer at me, “I’ve got it,” he says, scrunching up his nose adorably in thought. “Always Colton Everafter.”

      The smirk on his face and the charming look in his eyes has me laughing out loud. I reach out and place my hand over his and give it a squeeze. “Not even close, Ace,” I tease. “Now it’s your turn to answer the question.”

      “You’re not going to tell me?” he asks incredulously.

      “Uh-uh,” I tell him, finding his reaction funny. “Now quit avoiding the question. Why Donavan and not Westin?”

      He stares at me for a moment, weighing his options.  “I’ll get the answer out of you one way or another, Thomas,” he says suggestively.

      “I’m sure you will,” I acquiesce, knowing he’ll probably get so much more than just that from me.

      He stares at me for a moment, a mix of emotions flickering though pools of emerald before he shrugs nonchalantly and looks out to the ocean, effectively stopping any chance I have of reading what is in them. “At first my parents used Donavan as a way to protect me as a child. When we traveled or had to use an alias, we would use it. But as I got older...” he takes a sip of his beer “...and as I got into racing, I didn’t want to be seen as some spoiled Hollywood kid who was just using his name and daddy’s money to make it.” He looks up at me, snagging a fry off of my plate despite having a plethora himself. “I wanted to earn it. Really earn it.” He flashes that grin at me again. “Now it doesn’t really matter. I couldn’t care less what anybody writes about me. Thinks about me. But back then, I did.”

      A silence falls between us. I’m having a hard time reconciling the arrogant, sexy troublemaker the media portrays with the man before me. A man comfortable with himself—and yet a part of me still feels like he is striving to find his place in this world. To prove he is worthy of all of the good and bad he has experienced in his life. I have a feeling that the real Colton is a little bit of both angel and devil.

      “So Colton, how’d you find this place?” I pick up my glass by the stem and swirl the wine around absently in the glass before I take a sip.

      “I found it on the way home from surfing one day when I was in college,” he muses, wincing at the small shriek from inside the restaurant as a woman recognizes him and calls out his name.

      Ignoring the bystanders starting to gather inside to catch a peek at him, I continue. “I don’t picture you in college, Ace.”

      He finishes the bite of food he’s chewing before answering. “Well, neither did I.” He laughs, taking another swallow of his beer. “I think I broke my parents’ heart when I dropped out after two years at Pepperdine, sans degree.”

      “Why didn’t you finish?” I flinch when a flash sparks through the dark night from someone’s camera.

      He casually shifts his chair in a move so fluid it’s obviously well practiced. He now has his back more angled to the center of the restaurant so that less of him can be seen. I don’t mind. It moves him closer to me so that now we both face the moonlit ocean off of the deck. “I can give you the bullshit answer about being a free spirit, et cetera ...” He flutters his hand through the air in indifference. “It just wasn’t my thing.” He shrugs. “Concentrated studies, set formats, deadlines, structure …” He shivers in pseudo-horror at the last word.

      I smirk at him and shake my head, leaning back into my chair where Colton’s fingers are now lazily running back and forth between my shoulder blades. “Yeah … I definitely can’t see you twiddling your thumbs in class.”

      “God, my parents were pissed!” He exhales loudly at the memory. “They had spent all kinds of money on tutors to try and get me up to speed after they adopted me...” he shakes his head, smiling “...and then I went and threw it away by dropping out.”

      I bite off a piece of french fry. “How old were you when … I mean how did you meet them?” A shadow passes over his face, and I mentally kick myself for asking the question. “Sorry. I didn’t mean to pry.”

      He stares out at the moonlit ocean in thought for a few moments before answering. “No, there’s not much to tell.” He wipes his hands on the napkin in his lap. “I was—I met my dad outside his trailer on the Universal lot.”

      “On the set of Tinder?” I ask, referring to the movie that I’d learned about during my Google search. It was the movie his dad had won an Academy Award for.

      Colton raises his eyebrows, his beer stopping halfway to his lips. “Somebody was doing their homework,” he tells me, and I can’t tell if he’s perturbed or amused.

      I offer him a shy smile, embarrassed. “Somebody once told me that it’s not safe to go out with someone you haven’t researched first,” I explain.

      “Is that so?” he quips, leaning back in his chair. He crosses his arms across his chest, a beer in one hand, his biceps pressing against the hem of his sleeves.

      “Yes,” I toy with him, “but then again, I don’t think it matters with you.”

      “Why’s that?” he asks, lifting a bottle to his lips. My eyes are glued to the sight of them pursed over the bottle. His tongue darts out to lick them after his sip. I have to drag my mind out of the gutter from imagining those lips on me. Licking me. Tasting me.

      “I don’t think it matters how much I learn about you,” I tell him, leaning into him so my lips graze against his ear and whisper, “I still think you’re dangerous.” To me, I add silently.

      He pulls back, eyes fused to mine as he leans in to brush a gentle kiss on my lips before resting his forehead against mine. “You have no idea,” he murmurs against my mouth. His words send a shock wave of confusion through me. One minute playful, the next minute guarded. To say he’s mercurial is an understatement.

      We finish our meal, continuing to talk comfortably, interrupted only once by a fan asking for a picture and an autograph, which Colton gives. Rachel does a good job keeping the rest of his fans at bay, saying that the patio area is closed for a private party.

      I can see why women are so taken with him. Why they try and stake their claim to him as Tawny surely had earlier. He leans back in his chair, stretching his torso up before swallowing the last of his beer. He glances over at me and grins as I slowly look over his torso, over his biceps, and up to his face. My belly tightens at the sight of him and the memory of his body pressing me into the mattress.

      “See something you like?” he asks, purposefully pulling up the hem of his shirt to scratch an imaginary itch on his washboard abs just above the waistline of his jeans. I breathe in deeply, his hand lazily scratching down to where his happy trail disappears beneath his button fly. Damn him!

      I pull my eyes back up to his to see amusement laced with desire in his eyes. Two can play this game. I think of Haddie and her advice. Embrace your inner slut, I repeat like a mantra. Trying to summon my simmering sexuality so that I might somehow fall somewhere in the realm of appeal that Colton has.

      I shift in my chair, folding my leg and placing my foot underneath me. I bend forward onto the table, braced on my elbows so my cleavage is on display as I lean into him. I watch Colton’s eyes trace over my lips, down the line of my neck, and straight to the curve of my breasts. His tongue darts out and wets his lower lip as they part in concentration. I continue forward until my lips are inches from his.

      “Something I like?” I reiterate breathlessly as I glance down to his lips and then back up to his eyes. “Hmmm,” I whisper as if I’m mulling it over, “I’m still testing the goods to see if they’re up to par.” My lips are a whisper from his, and when he purses his to kiss mine, I conveniently shift back in my chair, denying him the contact.

      Impatience flashes fleetingly in Colton’s eyes before the corners of his mouth curl up as he regards me, shaking his head. “That’s how you want to play this, Rylee?” His playful question is spoken with a hint of warning. The intensity in his eyes has my body reacting—my pulse, my breath, my nerve endings. “You want to play hard to get, sweetheart?” he asks as he removes his wallet out of his back pocket and pulls a generous amount of bills from it and sets them on the table.

      He laughs. The low resonating sound reverberates through me as I continue to watch him silently, a coy smile on my face despite realizing that when it comes to Colton, I’m in way over my head when it comes to playing games. He reaches out and cups the side of my face, running the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip. Desire pools in my belly, aching for him to touch more of me.

      Colton leans forward with determination in his eyes. He moves so his mouth is next to my ear. I can feel the warmth of his breath and my skin prickles in anticipation of his touch. “You see, sweetheart, if you want to play hard to get,” he whispers, trailing a finger down my neckline, “you’ve picked the wrong guy to play games with.” He closes his lips on my earlobe and sucks on it, the feeling mainlining right down to my sex. I arch my body in response, aware that at our backs is a restaurant full of people. “Didn’t your momma ever tell you that playing hard to get is a surefire way to get the man you want?” His voice is seductive, mesmerizing, and sexy as hell. He continues to trace his finger down my shoulder and arm until it reaches my hip. He smoothes the palm of his hand over my thigh and slides it slowly forward until it reaches the apex. His thumb glances over my cleft, conveniently pressing the hard seem of denim against my throbbing clit. I suck in a breath. “You wanna play hardball, sweetheart? Welcome to the big leagues.”

      I exhale, his words foreplay to my already thrumming libido. He leans back and brushes a teasing kiss on my lips. He pulls back, triumph on his face. He quirks his eyebrows at me, glancing down to my chest and then back up. “Besides, Rylee, your nipples are betraying your ploy to play hard to get.”

      What? I glance down to note that the tightened buds of my nipples are pressing tautly against my sweater in an all-out announcement of my arousal. Damn it!

      Colton stands abruptly, smiling brazenly before reaching out his hand to me. “Come,” he says, and all I can think is that I hope to very soon, my body yearning with the desire for him to touch me again.

      We exit the restaurant from a rear door that Rachel directs us toward to avoid the paparazzi waiting at the front. We make it to his car unscathed, and Colton quickly maneuvers the car onto Highway One. We drive in silence, the air in the car crackling with the unrequited sexual tension between us.

      I’m unsure where we’re going but I’m smart enough to know that both of us desire the same thing. No words are needed. I can see it in the way Colton grips the steering wheel. In the invisible waves of anticipation and need rolling off of him.

      We eventually exit the highway on the outskirts of Pacific Palisades and turn down a street a couple of blocks from the beach. Colton parks in front of a Tuscan-style townhouse and exits the car without saying a word. His home perhaps? By the glow of a streetlight I can see a stucco façade with wrought iron accents and a courtyard enclosed with a rustic gate. It’s comfortably charming and not at all what I think I expected of where Colton lives. I guess I figured him for modern architecture, clean lines, monochromatic. He opens the door behind me and gathers our stuff before opening my door to help me out of the car. He grabs my hand to lead me up the cobblestone walkway without speaking or making eye contact.

      I wonder if maybe I’m reading into things because suddenly I feel uncomfortable. Why the sudden change in behavior? Did I miss something? Nerves hit me as I realize that when I walk through this door my previous supposition of what I thought was going to happen has now changed. Shifted for some unknown reason. I stop behind Colton in the cozy courtyard where a small swinging bench seat sits amongst hydrangea and plumeria plants.

      I hear keys clinking, him swearing at trying the wrong one, and then Colton is pushing open the distressed front door before placing his hand on the small of my back and ushering me in. He enters the alarm code but it continues beeping as he tries the code two more times before the beeping quiets.

      The house is painted in soft browns and tans with a few bold splashes of color in pillows and vases. There are little touches here and there, feminine touches, that make me think maybe he had a female interior designer at some point. Or a female living with him. I walk hesitantly into the main room, my hands clasped in front of me, unsure what I should do or say. For the first time tonight, I feel awkward in Colton’s company. I hear the door close and then I hear Colton’s boots on the hardwood floor as he walks behind me and over to the kitchen area.

      All the playfulness of earlier is gone, hidden seamlessly away beneath his masked façade. I watch him open a cupboard looking for something and then mutter a curse when it’s not there, before opening two more and then he exhales. “What the fuck?”

      My sentiments exactly. I can see the tension in his shoulders. In the lines around his mouth. Uncertainty and anxiety fill me as I take a step toward him. “You have a beautiful home.” The words squeak out, betraying my uneasiness.

      Colton’s eyes flash up at my words, meeting mine, gauging me. “That depends,” he mutters as I look on perplexed. He shuts the cupboard door and rounds the counter toward me. His eyes are expressionless. Guarded. “I drove here without thinking …” He shakes his head apologetically. “It was stupid of me to bring you here …”

      His words, the sudden rejection, sting like a slap to my face. I look down at the floor in humiliation and wrap my arms around my torso, a useless form of protection against him. I can feel the threatening tears burn in the back of my throat. This is the second time he has led me down this road and then detached without explanation. One minute he makes me feel like I am the only person in the room he has eyes for and then the next it’s like he can’t stand the sight of me. I shift my feet, telling myself I will not cry in front of him. Will not give him the satisfaction of knowing the effect he already has on me despite the short time we’ve known each other.

      Sighing deeply, I prepare to make my obvious exit now that I’m suddenly unwelcome here. When I know that I can face him, I look up again to see Colton in front of me tugging his shirt over his head. When the collar clears his face, he throws the shirt onto the couch without looking. His eyes are completely focused on me, his jaw set, hands restless as if he’s itching to touch me. The intensity in his stare steals my breath.

      Now it’s my turn to say it. What the fuck? I’m thoroughly confused. Dr. Jekyll has turned into Mr. Hyde and is making a repeat performance. One minute I think he’s apologizing for bringing me home with him because he wants to back out, and the next he’s deliciously naked from the waist up, staring at me as if he’s going to devour me without stopping for so much as a breath.

      I break from his stare and run my eyes down the length of his body. His torso flexes under my gaze. His jeans hang low on his hips, the V-cut of his muscles dipping beneath the denim. I find myself thinking how I want to taste him there. How I want to run my lips along that ridge of muscles to where it trails down to the end of the inverted triangle. How I want to take him in my mouth, tempt him with my tongue, and make him lose all control. The ache in my body surges, pulses, and itches to be sated.

      “Do you have any clue what you do to me?” he asks softly. I lift my eyes from his body to meet his. The unspoken emotions in his eyes shock me, envelop me, and scare me. “You don’t, do you?”

      I shake my head no, worrying my bottom lip between my teeth. I only know what he does to me. The power he has over me to make me feel again. To make me forget. How his touch alone can quiet the doubts in my head.

      He takes a slow step toward me. “You stand there with that innocent look in those stunning violet eyes. With your hair cascading around you like a fairy. And those lips … hmmm, God … those sexy lips that get swollen and so soft after being kissed. I dream about those lips.” His words wrap around me, a slow seduction to my ears. He steps closer, reaching out to take my hand in his. “Your face shows vulnerability, Rylee, but your body? Your curves? They scream sin. They make my mouth water to taste you again. They evoke thoughts in me I’m sure would make you blush.” He wets his lower lips with his tongue. “The things I want to do to that body of yours, sweetheart.”

      I suck in a breath, the stark honesty behind his words stripping me bare. Entrancing me. Emboldening me. Creating another crack in the armor protecting my heart.

      “You make me need, Rylee,” he whispers hoarsely as he takes one more step closer.

      Goose bumps run up my arms when he reaches out his other hand and runs it up the flank of my torso, stopping casually so that his thumb can brush over the underside of my breast. I respond instantly to his touch, my nipple pebbling in arousal. He leans into me, his face so close to mine that I can see the dark flecks of green floating in his irises. So that I can understand the unspoken words. “And I don’t ever need anything from anybody.”

      His admission is like a match to my gasoline. His incendiary words stroke that small part of me deep down that hopes there might be more here. I look into his eyes, recalling random comments from our time together, and dare to think of possibilities. He has softened me, worn me down, and built me up all in a single space of time.

      “Colton?” My voice waivers, riddled with emotion. “I … Colton—”

      I never finish my thought because he yanks me into him and crushes his mouth to mine. All the idle flirtation from the night explodes between us in a torrent of seeking lips and groping hands. The urgency is palpable. Our need to feel our skin on each other’s is paramount. Colton releases his grip on my hips and grabs the hem of my sweater, pulling it over my head, and only breaking our kiss when it passes over my head. He tosses it on the floor as his mouth crashes back to mine.

      Hunger. That is what his kiss tastes like. What his hands feel like on my body. What I feel inside. I want every inch of him and then some. I want to lose myself in him, get lost in the sensation, and become overwhelmed by his touch alone.

      “Christ, Rylee …” he pulls back from me, our chests heaving against each other’s, our hearts both beating a frantic rhythm. He cups my face in his hands, the look in his darkened eyes tells me that he understands. He feels the hunger too. “You’ve stripped me, Rylee. You’ve teased me all night. I. Just. Don’t. Have. Any. Control. Left.” He squeezes his eyes shut as I feel his cock pulse against my belly. “I don’t think I can be gentle, Rylee—”

      “Then don’t be,” I whisper, my own words surprising me. I don’t want to be treated like glass anymore. Like Max treated me. I want to feel that violent passion of his wash over me as he takes me with reckless abandon. I want him to dominate me so that I surge up and crash down without a thought.

      His eyes widen at my words, a guttural sigh releases from his throat, and then he is against me, devouring me. Desperation pulses between us. He pushes me backward, our legs shuffling into each other, our hands grabbing at every inch of exposed skin. My backside bumps up against the hard edge of the granite on the kitchen island as Colton’s hands fumble with my jeans. He shoves them down over my hips and then easily lifts me onto the countertop.

      The chill of the granite slab bites into the bare skin of my heated core, adding a new dimension to the heightened sensation in my sex. Colton tugs my jeans and panties down off of my feet, and then spreads my knees apart. He steps into me, pressing between my legs as he brings his mouth back to mine. His hands run down my chest, cupping my breasts through the thin lace of my bra before continuing their descent to the apex of my thighs. He runs a finger over my cleft before slipping a finger between its seam to find me wet and wanting.

      “Oh, Rylee …” he hisses as he slides a finger up and back, coating me with my own dampness and pleasuring me at the same time. His other hand is fumbling with the button fly of his jeans. He looks down to watch his teasing torment of my sex and then brings his lips to mine. “I want to feel you on me, Rylee. Nothing between us,” his mouth murmurs against mine. His words deepening the ache I’m drowning in. “Can you trust me when I tell you that I’ve been tested? That I always use protection. Have never had sex without it. That I’m clean.” He kisses me again, his tongue slips between my lips, licking, tasting, tempting. “God, I just want to feel you.”

      “Yes. Me too. Please—” I gasp out as he slips a finger into me, my mind unable to form a coherent sentence. “On the pill … yes … I trust you,” I pant as his finger circles inside of me.

      “Lie back,” he commands as he frees himself from his jeans and grabs my legs just under my bent knees, raising them up.

      The cold stone on my back has me arching up the same minute he parts and thrusts into me. I cry out at the overwhelming sensation of his invasion and the sudden fullness of him. He stills, buried completely within me, allowing the pleasure and pain I feel to subside as my body stretches and adjusts to him.

      “Oh fuck, Rylee,” he rasps as I see his control slipping. His eyes blaze over my body and up to my eyes. I can see the muscles of his torso strain, his jaw clench, and his eyes glaze over wild with need as he tries to rein it back in. “You feel so damn good wrapped around me. Like velvet gripping me.”

      I gasp as he pulses inside of me, his control depleted. “Yes, Colton, yes,” I cry out as he pulls out and slams back into me. Sensation ripples through me as he grabs my hips and pulls me toward him so that my bottom rests off of the edge of the counter. He sets a punishing pace as he thrusts back into me, over and over. Not breaking rhythm, he leans his torso over me and links his hands with mine, pulling them up over my head. He holds them there with one hand while his other hand slides back down to squeeze my breast. His fingers roll my nipple between them, and he swallows the moan he coaxes from me when he captures my mouth again.

      The house is filled with nothing but the sounds of our slick flesh hitting each other, our gasping breaths, impassioned pleas between each other, and cries of ecstasy. I can feel the surge building inside of me, my channel tightening around him as he pistons in and out, each iron-hard inch of him hitting every one of my nerves. But I can also see a man on the verge of losing control and finding release as Colton lets go of my hands and braces himself on his elbows, hovering over me. He thrusts one last time before he yells out my name and then suddenly he pulls out of me.

      My body clenches at the unexpected emptiness as Colton buries his head against my chest. His body convulses with his climax. In his hand? I’m confused. He groans from the violent pleasure that is shooting through his body. I can feel the tension ease out of his body and the warm caress of his lips on my bare flesh. His touch makes my body squirm as my nerves tingle with the loss of my anticipated orgasm.

      I can feel his smile press against my abdomen and as if he can hear me thinking, he murmurs, “I want you to come for me, Rylee. I want to see how sweet you taste.”

      Oh! My mind processes the reason for his sudden withdrawal. His mouth. On me. “Colton…”

      “Shh-shh-shh,” he whispers in my ear, his lips brushing the sensitive spot just below my lobe. I arch my head back, scraping my nails across his back. He hisses at my touch as he lays a row of kisses down my neck and around to the other ear. “You’ve teased me all night, Rylee,” his voice rasps, hoarse with desire. “Now it’s my turn to return the favor.”

      A chill runs down my back and it has nothing to do with the cold granite that I’m laid out on. Colton’s body flanks me but I feel his hand stretch out and hear the crinkling of a bag beyond my head. I turn my head up to see what he is doing and Colton’s other hand holds steadfast to my jaw. “Uh-uh-uh,” he warns. “Keep your head still. I wouldn’t want you ruining the surprise.”

      “Colton?” I furrow my brow, curious at what he’s talking about despite my body being on high alert from his words. I’m not exactly good with surprises, especially not when I’m naked and vulnerable.

      He chuckles, deep and sexy. “That’s going to be hard for you, isn’t it?” When I don’t respond, he lifts up on an elbow and regards me momentarily. “I think it’s time you stopped thinking, Rylee. Stopped trying to figure what’s ten steps ahead when we’re only just getting started.” He presses a chaste kiss to my lips. “Stay here, Rylee. Don’t move. Understood?”

      The authoritative tone of his voice turns me on. His reasoning behind it unnerves me. His weight lifts off of me, and I can hear him pad out of the kitchen. A drawer opens and closes. Apprehension fills me. For the carefree girl inside of me dying to get out, the anticipation is thrilling. For the control freak in me, the disquiet is unwelcome. Do I trust him? Yes. Without a doubt. Why? I’m unsure, and that scares the crap out of me.

      I hear him return to the kitchen, and he leans over me, a lascivious smile curling the corners of his lips. “Do you know how gorgeous you look right now?” I don’t respond but rather bite my lip as I feel his fingers suddenly at my cleft. They part me and slowly trail up and down. I arch up to meet his touch. He immediately pulls his hand away.

      “Colton—”

      “Uh-uh, Rylee,” he teases. “I’m in control. Right here and right now.” I flutter my eyelids as I look up to meet his eyes. My heart hammers in my chest at his words. My nipples tighten at the thought. Fear tingeing the edges of my Colton-induced haze. Handing my control over to someone else is a disconcerting notion. Submitting without a thought even more so.

      “Stop thinking, baby,” he whispers as he pulls my hands above my head. “I want to take all control from you so that the only thing your mind can do is feel. You won’t be able to think five steps in front when you’re not the one making the moves now, will you?”

      Oh fuck! What is he— My thoughts are obliterated when he crushes his mouth to mine. I wiggle to move my hands and he laughs as we kiss. “Sorry, sweetheart,” he murmurs, “you’re going to learn that sometimes, not being in control is extremely liberating.” He loops something around my wrists and binds them around the faucet at the other end of the island. As I register what he’s done, as I start to realize how practiced that move was and how many times before he’s done it, my world goes black as he slips a blindfold over my eyes. I gasp. “Time to take your own advice, Rylee.”

      What? When did I ever say tie me up and take advantage of me?

      “You told me to close my eyes on the Tilt-A-Whirl. That it heightens the sensation.” The pad of his thumb traces the outline of my lips.

      Oh crap! Me and my big mouth.

      Something soft but slightly coarse runs over my stomach and up my torso to circle around my nipples. I suck in a breath as whatever he has strokes me lightly down the tops of my legs and then up one inner thigh and down the other. My sex clenches from its touch, desperate for something to help ease the blistering ache. The only thing that touches my body is this object. The only sound I hear is my own breath. The anticipation that builds within me is profound as he continues his slow, tantalizing torture of my senses.

      I’ve never needed a man’s touch in my life as much as I do at this moment. My next thought is only where he’ll touch me next. There is nothing to do but focus on the sensations. My nerves are on edge awaiting his contact with my body. He has succeeded in making me forget what step ten will be, but rather revel in the step I’m in. I’ve lost all sense of my surroundings. Nothing else exists in this moment except for him, my desperation for his touch, and my body’s craving for release.

      Colton is absolutely silent except for the barely audible rush of air I hear escape his mouth in response to my body’s reaction to the delicious torment of his sensual sensory deprivation.

      Colton stops at my right breast, and before I can place the sensation, he touches me for the first time by capturing my nipple in his mouth. I buck my hips wildly at the warmth of his mouth on my sensitive bud.

      “Colton!” I cry out, tugging my hands against my bindings, wanting to touch him. Wanting to thread my fingers in his hair and hold him against me.

      He tugs on my nipple with a gentle pull of his teeth and then the warmth of his mouth is gone only to be felt again on my other breast. I feel the strange object circling around it before his mouth closes over it again. He groans softly. “Tasty,” he murmurs against me, and I realize he’s teasing me about the cotton candy.

      I start to speak and am stopped as his mouth closes over mine, the sweet sugary taste on his tongue. It’s a soft, tender kiss. A gradual easing of lips and tongue that lacks urgency yet screams of desperation. His lips travel down my exposed neck and back up, nipping at my earlobe. A slow and welcome torture that is making me want like never before.

      I can feel the cotton candy slowly move down my torso to my sex. The confection leaves my skin, and I feel his fingers roaming over me, caressing my folds, and catering to my body’s addiction to his touch. I gasp as we kiss and Colton takes in my voracious moan of desire. He skillfully teases me with his dexterous fingertips, and I push my pelvis against his hand, wanting more. Needing the friction to inch me closer to the edge.

      I hiss out a breath as he parts me, very slowly slipping a finger into my core. Heat flashes through me as I feel my muscles tighten around him, clenching as fire burns through my veins. He cups me, leisurely rocking his hand as his thumb finds and stimulates my nub of nerve endings. He withdraws his finger and then slowly tucks two back into me. He curves them, rubbing against the sensitive spot deep inside, his fingers and tongue mimicking each other as he intensifies his pace. I fist my hands inside my bindings, my nails digging into my palms, as he quickens the rhythm.

      I am so gloriously close to crashing into the oblivion and then, all of a sudden, I’m not. Colton has withdrawn from me. I cry out his name in frustration. In desperation. I hear a low, rumbling chuckle from him. “Not yet, sweetheart. Turnabout’s fair play,” he croons in my ear. “I want to drive you crazy like you do me.” I feel a softness tickle my lips and I open them, accepting the sweet bite of cotton candy on my tongue. “I want to drive you to the crest, Rylee. Take you to the brink so that your only thought is of me. So that you cry out my name when your body detonates into a million splinters of pleasure.”

      His hypnotic words entrance me. Seduce me. And without a hint of what’s next, Colton’s mouth closes over my clit as he slips two fingers back into me. I call out inarticulately at the exquisite pleasure that pulses through me. He sucks, gently teasing me until my legs tighten impatiently. His fingers slowly press in and out of my channel, rubbing, teasing, and urging me higher. I lift my hips to him, reeling from his manipulation, but still wanting more. I pant in need then moan in ecstasy as I feel the quickening start to build again beneath his touch. I am so close. Within a few grazes of my climax, Colton abruptly withdraws his mouth. His fingers remain, yet stay motionless within me.

      Damn him! My chest heaves for air as my body stays wound tight, waiting for the slightest movement to set me off. “Greedy little girl,” he admonishes, his breath whispering over my slick flesh. “I may have to rectify this.” And before he can finish his last word, he withdraws his fingers and slams into me, burying himself to the hilt in my heated depth.

      “Oh God, Colton!” The sudden fullness, the unexpected stroke, makes me writhe against the granite slab.

      Colton eases out of me slowly before plunging back in. He continues this slow withdrawal followed by his greedy drive back in, setting a delirious pace that pushes me to the edge. “Come for me, Rylee!” he growls at me.

      His words are my undoing. My breath quickens. My pulse races. My muscles tense. My hips grind into him, deepening the burning ache until I am pushed over the edge. I explode like a firecracker. A white-hot heat flits though my body. Sensation shatters around me as the first wave of my orgasm explodes. I incoherently yell out as I pulse around him. He stills, allowing me to absorb the intensity of my climax. I release the breath I’ve been holding, my taut muscles slowly relaxing before another wave shudders through me.

      This wave is more than he can bear. My muscles milk his orgasm out of him. He rears back and pushes into me a few more times, my body gripping his. He yells out my name, his own climax tearing through him, and his hips jerking against me until I can feel his warmth erupt within me.

      He collapses on top of me, pressing his face into the curve of my neck. Our chests heave in uneven unison, and I can feel his lips form a smile. My breath shudders as I exhale, the frantic tattoo of my heart beginning to ebb. That was … Wow! I go to remove the blindfold and remember that my hands are still tied.

      I wiggle underneath him. He laughs into my neck, the vibration of it seeping into my chest. “I take it you want your hands back?”

      “Hmm-hmmm.” I don’t think I can speak. My body is still processing what has just happened.

      He lifts up and I can feel his hands tugging at my bindings. When one hand is free, I reach down and pull off my blindfold, my eyes easily adjusting to the dimmed light in the kitchen. Colton’s face is above me, etched in concentration as he works the other knot free. I see the lines ease as my other hand releases from what appears to be a velvet braided rope.

      I reach up to run my hands over his cheeks as he looks down at me, an errant lock of hair falling over his forehead. A shy smile lights up his face. I lift my head and brush a soft kiss against his lips, the only way I can express how I feel, how much what just happened meant to me without having him run for the hills.

      I lay my head back down, yet Colton’s eyes remain closed, the corners of his mouth still smiling. He shakes his head subtly before opening his eyes and easing his weight off of me. “C’mon,” he says, pulling me up by my arms, “This can’t be all too comfortable for you.”

      I hop off of the counter, suddenly feeling modest about my nudity. I look around for my clothes as Colton pulls his jeans up over his naked hips. I put my arms through my bra straps as I watch him button up the first four buttons, leaving the top one undone. I have to stifle a sigh as I stare at him naked from the waist up in appreciation.

      I hook my bra together and drag my shirt over my head. I start to run my fingers through my disheveled hair but stop when I catch more than just a glimpse of the tattoos that line the side of his torso. I’ve never really been able to see the whole of them, so I take a moment to look. Four symbols run vertically down his side, all are similar in style. The first three images are solid, the ink filled in completely while the fourth is just an outline. I angle my head, trying to figure out what exactly they are of when Colton looks up and sees my questioning look.
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      “What are your tattoos of?”

      He turns his body and raises his arm so that I can see the markings. “They’re Celtic knots.”

      “What do they mean?”

      “Nothing really,” he says gruffly, busying himself by opening the refrigerator, which I notice is almost empty, and grabbing a beer.

      “C’mon,” I prod, curious about why he is suddenly avoiding the question when he’s been so forthcoming all evening. He holds a beer out to me and I shake my head no. “You don’t seem like the kind of guy who marks himself permanently without having a reason.”

      I lean against the counter with my shirt and panties on as he takes a long tug on the beer, his eyes meet mine over the bottom of the bottle. He slides them down the length of my bare legs and back up to my eyes. “The knots mean different things.” He lifts his arm again to show me as I move near him. He points to the first one just below his armpit. “This one means to overcome some type of adversity in life.” He moves to the next one. “This is the symbol for acceptance. This one is for healing, and the bottom one’s for vengeance.” He looks up slowly, a darkness in his eyes as they hold mine, waiting for my reaction. Waiting for me to ask why he needs acceptance, healing, and vengeance. We stand silently until he sighs, shaking his head at me, disbelieving that he’s said so much.

      I step toward him, reach out tentatively, and run my fingers down the four symbols on his body, their meanings resonating in me, telling me somehow, someway they are a marker of his past and where he is in terms of dealing with it. His body shivers at my touch.

      “They suit you,” I whisper, trying to convey to him that I understand. “Did you get them all at once? Why are three colored in and not the fourth?”

      He shrugs away from me, taking another drink from his beer. “No.” That’s all he gives me, and his tone tells me that that’s the end of the conversation.

      “You’re Irish then?”

      “So my Dad tells me.”

      Mr. Forthcoming. I guess he is done talking about him for the night. The theoretical switch has been flipped, and I’m back trying to catch up to his mercurial mood swings. What now? Does he drive me home? Do I stay the night? Do I get a cab? Unsettled, I pick up my pants and tug them on, struggling to appear coordinated as my ankle gets caught in the cuff. I can feel the heat of his gaze as he watches me although I dare not look up.

      “So, Colton …” I look up as I finish buttoning my jeans to see him watching me as I’d thought, an amused smirk on his face and his eyebrows raised. He may be experienced in the protocol of this type of thing, but I sure am not. My cheeks flush. I search for something to talk about, something that will abate my anxiety until he gives me some kind of indication about what I do from here. “The boys are really looking forward to going to the track when you test the car.” He snorts, his head bobbing back and forth, before he stifles a laugh. “What?” I ask, confused by his reaction.

      “All business now, are we?” I eye him carefully as he walks toward me, wary of the predatory look in his eyes. “How is it that ten minutes ago you were naked and compliant beneath me and now you’re nervous and uncomfortable just being in the same space as me?” Probably because you dominate any space you occupy. He reaches out to tug one of my curls. His emerald eyes darken as he watches me. “Am I that scary of a guy, Rylee?”

      Shit. I have to work harder at not wearing my emotions on my sleeve. “I’m not nervous.” My over-emphatic answer a dead give away that I’m lying.

      “Oh, Rylee, it’s not exactly polite to lie when some of me is still in you.”

      My blush darkens. Well, when he puts it that way … “I’m not lying. I just wanted to—to—uh get the dates so that I can tell the boys.”

      He raises his eyebrows, a knowing smile on his lips. I’m a horrible liar, and I know he can see right through mine. “What an apropos time to ask.” He smirks. “Well...” he reaches out and cups my neck, laying a tender kiss on my lips “...my day planner’s at home. I’ll have to text you the dates.”

      I open my eyes from his kiss as I process his words. What? I feel his body tense once he’s realized what he said. Did I miss something? I snap my eyes up to his and he takes a cautious step back from me. The look on his face is indiscernible.

      “Is this not your house?” I shake my head. “What am I missing here?”

      Colton runs a hand through his hair, exhaling loudly. “It’s my place. I just don’t stay here that often.” His expression is guarded, tension in the lines around his mouth. His uneasiness unnerves me.

      “Oh. Okay. Where else do you …?” And it hits me. The wrong key in the door. The fumbling with the alarm code. The inability to find something in the kitchen cupboards. The empty refrigerator. Colton saying that he shouldn’t have brought me here. How could I be so naïve? I raise my eyes to meet Colton’s and he knows that I know. The look on his face says it all. I try to swallow the lump in my throat. “So, this is your place, but not exactly where you live.” I slowly annunciate every word. “It’s where you bring all your dates, escorts, whatever you call them, to fuck.” I choke on the last word. “Right?”

      “That’s not what this is.” His voice is reticent. Rueful.

      I snort at his response. “Then what the fuck is this, Colton? I think I need a little clarity here seeing as I still have some of you in me, as you so kindly pointed out. Are you referring to the house or as a definition of you and me?”

      He just stares at me, green eyes glistening like a hurt puppy dog. “You and me,” he breathes.

      I walk out of the kitchen, rolling my shoulders, needing some space from him. From that look in his eyes. Why the fuck am I feeling guilty about the look in his eyes when I’ve done nothing wrong? Ugh! This is bullshit. I walk out into the family room, not wanting him to see the tears of hurt that flood my eyes. I quickly wipe them away with the back of my hand as I focus on the painting, a wash of colors over his fireplace.

      “That’s not what this is? Then tell me what I’m supposed to think. You tell me you don’t do girlfriends, you only do casual. Is this where you bring them for a no strings attached good time?”

      “Rylee.” My name is a one-word plea on his lips. And he is right behind me. I hadn’t heard him follow me, my thoughts too loud in my own head. “I keep screwing this up with you,” he mumbles to himself.

      “You’re damn right you do.” I turn around to face him. “What? You like me enough to fuck me but not enough to stick around or bring me to your real house? Unbelievable!” I huff at him, my confidence at an all time low. Does he really think that I’d be okay with this? Just when I think that I can move on from Max, he makes me jump back as if a rattlesnake has bitten me. Bastard! “Maybe you should explain to me a little bit more about your setup here. Make me understand the shit that’s in your head.” Why am I even asking? It’s not like I really want to know the details about his sordid affairs. To know about what else goes on here on the kitchen counter. “I mean if that’s all I am to you, then I at least deserve to know what’s expected of me. My protocol.” My words drip with anger laced sarcasm. I cross my arms over my chest, a useless form of protection from him.

      “Ry? I—uh …” I can see the regret in his eyes. He regards me silently for several moments, an internal struggle warring behind his façade. “Rylee, this is not what I’d planned for me. For us.” He pauses, his eyes flooding with emotion. “You. What you are? What we are? It scares the shit out of me.”

      Whoa! What? Haddie’s words come back to me in a rush. I want to melt at his words, at the knowledge that I affect him that much, but a part of me feels like I’m being played here. An easy out for him as an excuse for his actions. Tell me what I want to hear to get me back in his bed, crisis averted, and then drop me at the first chance he gets. He hates drama and I’ve just caused some. I’m not going to let myself be played by the master player.

      “I scare you? Shit, Colton, I just let you tie me up, blindfold me, and have your way with me on the kitchen counter. A man I’ve only known for two weeks when I’ve only been with one other person before! And. I. Scare. You?” His eyes widen, startled by my admission. I raise my hands up, exasperated, wanting to move on before I have to address that little fact about myself. “You told me at the beach that night that you set guidelines, mitigate promises for the future or some bullshit like that … tell me, Colton, do you do that before or after you bring them to this—to here?” I’m on a roll here, anger and humiliation fueling my fire. He just stares at me, eyes wide, arms hanging limply at his sides. “C’mon. Since you didn’t have the courtesy to let me know what I was getting in to, I think you should at least tell me now.”

      “Rylee, that’s not what this—”

      “I’m waiting, Colton.” I lower myself to the edge of the camel-colored leather couch, crossing my arms across my chest. I think I’m going to need to be seated for this one. “How do you set up your mutual, I’m-only-giving-you-sex-and-nothing-else-arrangements?”

      He sighs loudly, running his hand over his jaw, scrubbing it back and forth before looking back at me. He finally speaks, his voice is soft and hesitant as if he’s scared to tell me. “Usually, I hit it off with someone. We figure out we like each other.” He shrugs apologetically. “And then I tell her that I enjoy her company, that I would love to spend more time with her, but all I can give her is a few nights a week … to meet me here...” he gestures at the room we’re in “...and have some fun.”

      I’m not sure if I want to hear this answer. “Go on …”

      He cocks his head to the side and regards me intently, the timid person I’d seen moments before slowly morphing back into the confident man I expect him to be. “The first time we meet here ...” He eyes me cautiously, knowing that I’m thinking this is my first time here. Was this the imminent plan he had laid out for me after screwing me on the counter? I purse my lips, trying hard to keep my face enigmatic. I nod at him to continue, anger unfurling in my belly. “Well, I sit her down and explain that I want to spend time with her, but that there is no happily ever after. Never will be. And if she can accept my terms, my requirements, then I would love to spend time with her here, have her accompany me to functions if need be, and allow her the notoriety and perks of being with me, until our mutual agreement has run its course.”

      Wow. It takes me a minute to process his words. Talk about taking emotion out of the picture. It sounds more like a business transaction. He stares at me, unashamed.

      I look at him wide eyed. “This really works for you?” I sputter, taken aback. “Why not just hire an escort? I mean that’s what you’re really doing.” My head is reeling with this information and yet the masochistic part of me wants to know all the gory details. Wants to hear the words so I heed the warning and walk away unscathed. “Someone to look pretty on your arm and for you to use when it suits you.”

      “I beg to differ,” Colton says vehemently. “It’s not like that. I never exchange money for sex, Rylee. Never. I’ve already told you that once. I won’t tell you that again.”

      Like he has any room to be pissy. He just told me he expects me to be his compliant little woman, happy with any scraps he throws my way. Too many thoughts are running through my head to form a coherent, intelligent response. “What—” I finally ask, stumbling for the right words. “You say your arrangement has rules. Do you mind if I ask what exactly those are?”

      I’m curious. I’m horrified. I’m floored that this is the path he has chosen when he could obviously have anyone he wants.

      I can sense that he’s uncomfortable, embarrassed even to respond and this fact gives me a tiny bit of hope. Hope for what though, I’m not exactly sure.

      “I know it sounds cold, but I’ve found that if I lay it all out on the table beforehand, it minimizes complications and lessens expectations further down the line. That way they walk into this willingly after they know the stipulations.”

      “Not me!” I shout at him. “You didn’t tell me!” He starts to speak, and I raise my hand to shut him up. I need a moment to think. I need a minute to wrap my head around his screwy ideals. I lower my head, swallowing loudly. Is this what I am to him? A complication? God, too much information is sometimes a bad thing. I chew the inside of my lip in thought. “Why not just say friends with benefits or fuck buddies?”

      Irritation flashes through his eyes, and he shifts restlessly, running his fingers through his hair, blatantly ignoring my comment. “You really want to know this, Rylee? The stipulations?” he asks.

      I nod, biting down on my bottom lip, worrying it back and forth. “I’m curious,” I say, in the back of my head thinking that a psychiatrist would have a field day with this conversation. “I guess I’m just trying to understand this. Trying to understand you. Trying to understand what exactly you would have expected from me.” His eyebrows shoot up at my comment, and I know that he’s heard me. My statement in past tense. That now he knows in no way will I be accepting his self-serving arrangement.

      He sits down across from me, his eyes on mine. “What I would have expected from you?”

      “Yes, your requirements,” I say sarcastically.

      He sighs tentatively, and I nod my head for him to get on with it. “I require monogamy. I require confidentiality, as my reputation as well as my family’s is very important to me.” He pauses, looking deeply at me, gauging to see if he should continue. “What else?” He breathes in deeply. “I require good hygiene, that she is healthy, drug free, and STD free. Birth control is a deal breaker since as I’ve told you, children are not now, nor will they ever be an option for me or my future.”

      He stops and I’m not sure if he’s really done, or just thinking of more of his requirements. Ironically enough, I don’t think his demands are all that odd. I mean it seems a little much to hammer out on a first date, but if I were to be in a committed relationship with someone, these are things I’d want to know. But then again, to me a committed relationship has the promise of a future, give and take, and the potential for love.

      “So…wow!” I say, taking a moment, “that’s quite a laundry list of requirements. Are there any more?”

      “A few,” he admits, “but I think we’ve exhausted this topic, don’t you?”

      I silently agree, but I’ve already delved this far, I might as well get the answers I want from him so I continue. “Oh, you must want to bypass the part where you have your Pretty Woman moment and leave the money on the nightstand after you’ve had your way with her.” His eyes whip back up to mine, and I know that I’ve hit the nail on the head. “I mean, this is all on your terms. Let me guess, you don’t actually sleep with her because it’s too intimate? Or you buy her clothes and show her off in between bedding her and little do you know, she’s using you to further her fledgling modeling career? What exactly is she getting out of this, Ace, besides a quick fuck with a guaranteed prick? And I’m not talking about the one in your pants.” My stomach is a bit queasy all of the sudden, and I realize that I don’t want to know these details. I don’t want to hear what rules and regulations some floozy agrees to so that she can sleep with him and be seen on his arm.

      I’m flustered. I’m in way over my head and way out of my element here. I understand that with his usual arrangements, they both use each other. I get that. He gets a companion and she gets the media buzz that might further her career. What I think hurts the most is that I have no intention of using him. I’m not a model or struggling actress. I worry that he dangled the rhetorical carrot in my face with the money for Corporate Cares. That way he can justify using me if he thinks I am using him.

      I can feel the tears burn in the back of my throat. I’m so mad right now and oddly it’s not at Colton. I’m mad at myself for believing—despite my false bravado that I didn’t want anything to progress with Colton—deep down, I still had a touch of hope. Now I know way more than I want to and enough to know that what he’s offering is not enough.

      “But why, Colton? Why is this all that you’ll allow yourself when you deserve so much more?” The look in his eyes tells me that the honesty behind my words affects him.

      He puts his head in his hands, his shoulders moving as he sighs. He looks back up at me, a myriad of emotions on his face. “I hate the drama of it, Rylee. The points system of who is contributing how much, the jealousy over my lifestyle and the media surrounding it, the expectation of the next step to take. So many things.” He pauses, eyeing me, his tone indifferent. “Relationships are just way too much shit to handle in my crazy life.”

      I stare into the depths of his eyes and can see right through the bullshit lies he’s just tried to feed me. There is something more here. Why is he afraid to get too close to somebody? What happened to get him to this point? “That’s a bullshit answer and you know it.” He flinches. “I expected more from you.”

      “Rylee, I’m not one of your troubled kids that needs fixing. I’ve been fucked up for way too long to be fixed now, so don’t get that look in your eye that you know different. Some of the best shrinks in L.A. couldn’t do it, so I doubt you’d be able to.”

      His words sting. The hurt from them sits heavy on my chest as he just sits staring at me. I can see him emotionally pulling away. The cold, detached look on his face tells me he is shutting down. Shutting me out when I’m still fighting for him. But for what?

      I rise from the couch, pacing the living room as I try to process everything. The more I think, the angrier I get. “Tell me something, Colton?” I whirl back around. I’m a mix of random emotion. I want to go, to have him leave me alone, and yet I can’t stop staring at the train wreck in front of me. Can’t stop the part of me that wants to help him. “Is this what I am to you? Is this the type of relationship—and I use that term loosely—that you were hoping for between you and me?” I ask him, my voice wavering.

      “Rylee, that’s not what I—” He shakes his head, running both hands over his face, his emotional struggle being played out before my eyes. “At first, yes,” he says, “but after this past week—after tonight—I’m just not sure anymore.”

      “What? Now I’m not good enough for you?” What the hell am I doing? One minute I’m mad that he thinks of me as a mutual agreement and the next I’m pissed that now he doesn’t. Get your head straight, Rylee!

      “Christ, Rylee!” he hisses as he stands abruptly, shoving a hand through his hair and stalking toward me. He reaches out to touch me, but thinks better of it when I shrug my shoulder back. “I don’t know what I want.” The muscle in his jaw twitches, and I can see the strain in his neck. He clenches and unclenches his fists, closing his eyes and sighing deeply before opening them up to meet my gaze again. I catch a fleeting glimpse of fear and then resolve before he reins it in. “But whatever this is, I know I want it with you, Rylee.”

      I have to control the rush of feelings that flood through me from his words. He wants it with me. What with me, though? He is so close that I want to reach out and touch him. Calm that fear that I see in his eyes. But I know if I touch him, skin to skin, I will acquiesce to his ridiculous demands. And I know deep down, as much as I want him, I don’t think I can be what he wants me to be.

      “My way? My arrangement as you call it…” he shakes his head “...is all I know how to do, Rylee. Is all I know how to be.” He reaches out to grab my hand, and I have to steel myself to not react to his touch. “It’s all I can give you right now.” The solemnity in his voice touches me deep down and twists in my heart.

      I turn from him and walk the length of the room, grabbing his beer without thinking and taking a long swallow. I hate the flavor of beer but I don’t even taste it. I’m tired. I’m hurt. And I can’t fight the tears anymore. My eyes pool and a single tear falls over and runs down my cheek. My back is to him so I can’t see the look on his face when I say, “I don’t know if I can do this, Colton.” I shake my head, sighing deeply.

      “Rylee, don’t be ridiculous.”

      “Ridiculous?” I sputter. “No, ridiculous is me thinking for a second that I could do this, Colton.” I shrug my shoulders in sadness and resignation. “I walked into this—whatever we have here—telling myself that all you want is a quick fuck from me.” I turn back to him as I speak and see him wince at my words. “Maybe a little fling … and I thought I could give that to you. Take that from you. But now that you’re actually offering it to me, I don’t think I can.” Another wayward tear falls, and I see him watch it before bringing his eyes back up to mine.

      “What do you mean, Rylee?” His mask slips momentarily, and I see vulnerability and panic flutter over his face. “Why not?”

      A small part of me relishes the idea that my threat can make him panic but staying is not going to fix things. I press my fingers to my eyes. I’m sure I look like hell right now: hair frizzed, eyeliner smudged, lipstick gone, but I really don’t care. My insides are ten times more devastated than what my outside looks like. “When I tell myself that this is all I am to you—sex without feelings or the possibility of a future—it’s one thing.”

      Without thinking I give into my addiction. I can’t resist. I reach out and brush my fingers over his cheek. He starts to turn his cheek into my hand and catches himself before he does. I let my hand fall at his subtle rejection. “But when I hear the words from your lips. When I hear you tell me your rules and regulations, it’s a whole different thing.” I close my eyes momentarily, trying to stop the small tremor in my voice. “I will not be inconsequential, Colton. To you or anyone else.”

      Colton runs a hand through his hair and scrubs his hands over his eyes. “That’s not what you are to me, Rylee,” he breathes, raising his eyes to me.

      I stare at him. I want to believe him. I really do. But I can’t sell myself short. I deserve more than this. I want more than what he’s offering. “That may be true, Colton, but that admission, it’s not enough for me.” It breaks my heart to say these words to him.

      “Rylee, just try it,” he urges. “Try it my way.”

      “Oh save it, Colton!” I bite at him, throwing my hands up in the air. “I’m not one of your little floozies who’s going to do whatever you say just because you say to. I’m sure you have those lining up waiting to be your plaything. Catch one of them and toss her back when you’re tired of her. Not me, Ace. I don’t work that way.” My anger has resurfaced, despite my exhaustion and aching heart.

      Colton just stares at me. We stand within a foot of each other, eyes locked, and yet I feel so far away from him. It’s hard to believe it’s been less than an hour since we were intimate.

      “Rylee,” he pleas.

      “What, Colton?” I snap, immediately wincing from my tone.

      “That first night …” he begins softly and then stops turning from me and walking toward the kitchen.

      “What about it, Colton?” I follow him partway, leaning against the back of his couch. “I should have seen it then. You sleeping with me and then humiliating me by jumping out of bed like I’d burned you.”

      “You did, Rylee.”

      “What? What in the hell are you talking about?”

      “That first night,” he continues, ignoring my comment. “After the second time,” he says, blowing out a loud breath. He continues to look at his bare feet, his hips resting against the counter, hands shoved in his pockets and discomfort rolling off him in waves. “I kissed you and asked you if you were all right.” I nod my head acknowledging him, remembering the raw honesty in that simple moment between us. “I swear to God, Rylee … I felt like you saw me. Really saw me.” He raises his eyes to meet mine and they’re swimming with emotion. “And you were sitting there, your dark hair falling all around you with that white sheet pooled around your waist...” he shakes his head before continuing “...your lips were swollen, your eyes were so wide and trusting … and I realized in that second that it meant more to me.” His voice is hoarse with emotion. “That you meant more to me, Rylee, than anything I can remember. Ever.”

      I stare at him, so many things running through my head, but more than anything, his words resonate in every dark part of me that craves to be wanted, needed, and desired. At least I know why he reacted how he did. Why he showed up this morning. Hope starts to soar in me. Maybe I can do this. Maybe with time, I can prove to him that there can be more. I wring my hands to try and stifle my sudden enthusiasm.

      “You scared the shit out of me, Rylee. You burned me.” He runs his hand through his hair, his eyes darkening, “And then I realized, as I do right now, that in the end I’m going to break you apart.”

      “What?” I snap my head up to meet his eyes, my hopes crashing down around me. Did I just hear him correctly?

      “I can’t do that to you, Rylee.” I see his fists clench as he fights his emotions. “I tried to warn you, but I’m so frickin’ drawn to you. I just can’t stay away.”

      I feel schizophrenic trying to keep up with his moods. “You tell me you can’t do this, that you’ll destroy me, but then you tell me you can’t stay away even though you are the one warning me. You push me away then show up at my doorstep and give me tonight.” I walk toward him in the kitchen until I stand in front of him. “Which way is up, Colton?”

      Without a word, he grabs me and pulls me against his chest, wraps his arms tightly around me, and buries his nose in my hair. I press my hands against his back and absorb his warmth, surprised by his unexpected show of emotion. His need for me is palpable. It oozes off of him and wraps its way into my soul. It takes everything I have to not tell him yes. Tell him I’ll do anything just to have a piece of him. That is how much he means to me. But my thoughts are louder than my heart. I wish that I could just quiet my head and sink into the reassuring feeling of his arms. Block out everything else.

      “I’m going to hurt you, Rylee. And you already mean too much to me to do that to you.” I stiffen at his words. But despite them, he holds me tighter. I try to push away from him but his arms will not release me. I relent eventually and lay my face against his chest, inhale the smell of us mingled together, feel the coarseness of the hair on his chest, and hear the strong, steady beat of his heart. “It’s a first for me to care enough about someone to stop. But knowing it ahead of time isn’t going to stop me from doing it. And I just can’t do that to you, Rylee.” His chest heaves a long breath. “And that’s why I can’t do this anymore with you. Why we can’t …”

      “But why, Colton? Why can’t you? Why can’t we?” I’m panicked now. Now that I want him, he’s telling me no. Or maybe that’s exactly why. I’m grasping at straws now.

      “Look, let’s not get this confused here. I’m not and never have been the boy you bring home to mom, Ry. I’m the one you throw in her face to piss her off and show her you are asserting your independence. Let’s not make me out to be better than I am.”

      I’m still not buying it. Why does he think so horribly of himself? He can repeat this crappy answer ad nauseam and I still won’t believe it. “Who did this to you?”

      We’re quiet for a few moments as he mulls over my questions. Eventually he sighs. “I told you, Rylee, I’ve got a 747 of baggage.”

      I push against his chest. I need to see his eyes. Need to look into them. When I do, I can see he’s hurting too. But he’s also shutting down. Putting me at arm’s distance emotionally so that it prevents further hurt in him. But what about me? I want to scream at him. What about my hurt? Why does this have to be so complicated? Why can’t I just let it be and enjoy the ride? Hope that he’ll see the real me and fall in love? Because I know that if he doesn’t face whatever trauma has made him this way, he’ll never get over it. He’ll never be able to have a normal relationship. He’s right. His 747 of baggage is going to ruin whatever chance we may have. “I’m not buying it, Colton.”

      With my words, he removes his hands from my arms, now physically distancing himself from me. “I can’t give you any more, Rylee.” He looks down and then looks back up, the mask effectively in place. “This is who I am.”

      Tears pool in my eyes, my voice a whisper. “And this is who I am, Colton.” When I speak those words I know. I have already started to fall for him. Warts and all. Somehow, someway, despite the short amount of time I’ve spent with him, he has penetrated that protective wall around my heart, and I’ve started the slow descent toward love. And that’s why I know I can’t do this. I can’t walk knowingly into heartbreak. I’ve been devastated once. I don’t think I can survive that again. And I know without a doubt that loving Colton and not getting love in return would devastate me.

      “I guess we’re at an impasse.” His voice is gruff and he stuffs his hands in his pockets. The weight of his hands causes his jeans to hang lower on his hips. I have to physically stop myself from looking at the sexy inverted triangle of muscles that peeks over his waistband. I don’t need a reminder of what is no longer mine.

      “Then I guess it’s time for you to take me home.” I avert my eyes, unable to meet his as I choke the words out.

      “Rylee …” he says.

      “I deserve more than this, Colton,” I whisper, raising my eyes to meet his, “and so do you.”

      I can see his hands grip the kitchen counter as he digests my words, his knuckles white, and his face twisted in anguish. “Please, Rylee. Stay the night.”

      I hear the desperation in his voice, know that he really means it, but I know he is asking for the wrong reasons. He is asking to ease the hurt he knows he is causing me, not because he wants to make this more than the arrangement he desires.

      “We both know that’s not how this story goes.” A tear slides down my cheek. “I’m sorry I can’t be what you want me to be. Please take me home, Colton.”
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      The ride home is silent. Adele’s velvety voice sings softly on the radio about never finding someone like you, and deep down I feel the same way. It would be hard to compare anyone to Colton. I glance at him occasionally, watching the shadows and lights of the night play over the angles of his face. I know I am doing the right thing, self-preservation at its best, but my heart still aches at the thought of walking away from this mesmerizing man.

      We arrive at my house with fewer than ten words spoken between us. Oddly, I’m still comfortable with Colton’s presence despite my inner-turmoil.

      He opens my door and escorts me out with a sad half-smile on his lips. He places his hand on my lower back as we walk up the walkway. At the front door, lit by a lone porch light, I turn to him. We both say each other’s names at the same time and then smile softly at each other. The smiles never reach our eyes though. They reflect a weary sadness.

      “You first,” I tell him.

      He sighs and just stares at me. I want so much for him to be able to express to me the emotions I can see swimming in his eyes, but I know that he’ll never get the chance to tell me. He reaches out and brushes his knuckles over my cheek with the back of his hand. I close my eyes at the sensation. When he stops, I open them back up, tears pooling in them, to meet his. “I’m sorry,” he whispers.

      I know that his apology is for so many things. For what can never be. For what should be. For hurting me. For not being the person I need him to be. For not being able to confront whatever is in his past.

      “I know.” I reach up and run my fingers over his unshaven jaw and up through his wavy hair before returning back to his face. It’s almost as if I am committing his lines and his features to memory. Something I can hold on to. For despite still having to work with him, I know that this will be the last time I’ll allow myself to touch him. Touching him will be too dangerous for my weakened heart.

      I step up on my tiptoes and brush my lips gently against his. Within moments, Colton has his arms around me and is lifting me up to his level. Our eyes lock on each other. He leans into me to resume our kiss. I feel something different in it. I realize that we are saying an unspoken goodbye. All of the hurt and unspoken possibilities are thrown into the unyielding softness of our exchange. The desperation and carnal need of earlier has been replaced with a poignant resignation. We slowly end the kiss, Colton gently lowers me, my body sliding down the familiar length of his. Once my feet are on the ground, he rests his forehead against mine. Our eyes remain closed as we take in this last moment with each other.

      I move my hand between our bodies and place it over his heart, our foreheads still touching. “I wish you’d explain to me why you don’t do relationships, Colton.” My voice is barely a whisper, the threat of tears evident. “Maybe I could understand you—this—better then.”

      “I know,” he breathes in response. He shifts and places his trademark kiss on the tip of my nose.

      This action is my undoing. Tears silently coarse down my cheeks as Colton whispers, “Goodbye,” before turning without looking back at me and hurrying down the pathway.

      I can’t bear to watch him leave. I fumble clumsily with the lock before shoving the door open and slamming it shut. I lean against the door and slide down it to sit on the floor, my silent tears turning into uncontrollable sobs.

      This is how Haddie finds me moments later after being woken by my less-than-graceful entrance.
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      The week has sucked. My applicants for the new staff position at The House have been horrible. Unqualified. Underwhelming. Unexciting.

      It might not help that my mind is not all here. I’m tired because sleep comes in short bouts interrupted by confusing nightmares of Colton and Max. My subconscious is obviously having a field day with my emotions.

      I’m cranky because I’m eating everything in sight, and yet I have no desire to go run and work off all of the excess calories that I’m stuffing in my mouth to abate my misery.

      I’m irritable because Haddie is watching me like a hawk, calling me every hour to check up on me, and turning off Matchbox Twenty anytime she catches me listening to it.

      I’m petulant because Teddy just forwarded me an email from Tawny listing all of the events that CD Enterprises is requesting my presence at to promote our new partnership. And that means that I will have to stand side by side with Colton, the sole cause of my miserable state. Because despite the four days that have passed, nothing has helped to ease the ache radiating through my heart and soul from my last moments with Colton. I want to tell myself to get a grip, that we only knew each other a short time, but nothing works.

      I still want him. I still feel him.

      I’m pathetic.

      The only personal contact I’ve had with him came via email the day after he dropped me off. He sent me a text saying:

      Whataya Want From Me by Adam Lambert.

      I listened to the song, confused by the lyrics. He’s telling me that we’re not going to happen and yet he sends me a song asking me not to give up while he works his shit out. A part of me is pleased that he’s still communicating, while another part of me is sad that he just won’t let me lick my wounds by myself. I wasn’t even going to respond until I heard the song playing on Shane’s radio. I texted back:

      Numb by Usher

      I was trying to tell him that until he confronts his same old modus operandi, nothing’s ever going to change, and he’s going to remain numb. He never replied, and I didn’t expect him to.

      I sigh loudly, alone at the kitchen counter at The House. Zander is at a counseling session with Jackson, and the rest of the boys are at school for another two hours. I’m on my last stack of resumes. One applicant is coming for an interview, but besides her, I’ve come across no one else even close to qualified.

      The muffled sound of my cell phone ringing breaks me out of my trance. I scramble frantically to pick it up, my heart racing, hoping that it might be Colton even though we have not talked since Sunday night. My mind tells me it’s not going to be him while my heart still hopes that it is.

      My screen says private caller and I answer it with a breathless “Hello.”

      “Rylee?”

      My heart swells at the rasp of his voice. Shock has me hesitating to respond. Pride has me wanting to make sure that the hitch in my voice is absent when I finally speak. “Ace?”

      “Hi, Rylee.” The warmth mixed with relief in his voice has me shaking with an undercurrent of emotions.

      “Hi, Colton.” I reply, my tone matching his.

      He chuckles softly at my response before silence fills the phone line. He clears his throat. “I was just calling to let you know a car will pick you up at The House on Sunday at nine-thirty.” His voice, so full of warmth moments before, is now disembodied and official sounding.

      “Oh. Okay.” I sag in my chair, overcome by disappointment that he’s just calling to reiterate the email one of his staff members sent two days ago. I can hear him breathing on the line and can hear voices in the distance.

      “You still have a total of ten, right? Seven boys and three counselors?”

      “Yes.” My tone is clipped, business-like. My only form of protection against him. “They are extremely excited about it.”

      “Cool.”

      Silence hangs in the air. I need to think of something to say so  he doesn’t hang up. Despite the tension between us, knowing he is on the other end of the line is better than him not being there at all. I know my line of thinking screams “desperate,” but I don’t care. My brain scrambles to form a sentence, and right when I say his name, Colton says mine. We laugh.

      “Sorry, you go first, Colton.” I try to rid my voice of the nerves that creep their way into my tone.

      “How are you, Rylee?”

      Miserable. Missing you. I infuse happiness into my next words, glad he’s not in front of me to read through my lie. “Good. Fine. Just busy. You know.”

      “Oh. I’m sorry. I’ll let you go.”

      No! Not yet! My mind grasps to think of something to keep him on the phone. “Are-are you … ready for Sunday?”

      “We’re getting there.” I think I hear a tinge of relief in his voice but chock it up to my imagination. “The car seems to be working great. We’ve made some adjustments to the lift/drag ratio, which seems to be working better.” I can hear the enthusiasm in his voice. “We’ll dial it in more on Sunday. And Beckett, my crew chief, thinks we need to adjust the camber, and you asked me why I don’t do relationships.”

      What? Whoa! Direction change. I don’t know what to say so I just murmur, “Hmm-hmmm,” afraid that if I speak, it might reveal to him just how much I want to know, and at the same time, afraid to find out.

      I can hear him sigh on the other end of the phone, and I imagine him running his hands through his hair. His voice is hushed when he finally speaks. “Let’s just say my early childhood … those years were … more fucked up than not.” I can sense his apprehension.

      “Before you were adopted?” I know the answer, but it’s the only thing I can think to say without him thinking I feel pity for him. And silence would be even worse.

      “Yes, before I was adopted. As a result … I … how do I …?” He struggles to find the right words. I hear another exhaled breath before he continues. “I sabotage anything that resembles a relationship. If things are going too well … depending on which shrink you talk to, I purposely, unknowingly, or subconsciously ruin it. Screw it up. Hurt the other person.” It all comes out in a quick jumble of words. “Just ask my poor parents.” A self-deprecating laugh slips out. “Growing up, I fucked them over more times than I care to count.”

      “Oh … I … Colton—”

      “I’m hardwired this way, Rylee. I’ll purposely do something to hurt you to prove that I can. To prove that you won’t stick around regardless of the consequences. To prove that I can control the situation. To avoid getting hurt.”

      So many things run through my mind. Most of them are about the unspoken words he’s saying. That his history makes him test the limits of the person he’s with to prove he’s not worthy of their love. To prove they’ll leave him too. My heart aches for him and for whatever unknown thing that happened to him as a child. On the other hand, he has opened up to me some, partially answering the question I asked against his lips on my front porch.

      “I told you, a 747 of baggage sweetheart.”

      “It doesn’t matter, Colton.”

      “Yes it does, Rylee.” He laughs nervously. “I won’t commit to anyone. It’s just easier on everyone in the long run.”

      “Ace, you’re not the first guy I’ve known with commitment issues,” I joke, trying to add some levity to our conversation. But deep down I know that his inability to commit stems from something way deeper than just typical male reluctance.

      I hear his nervous laugh again. “Rylee?”

      “Yes?”

      “I respect you and your need for the commitment and the emotion that comes with a relationship.” He pauses, silence stretching between us as he finds his next words. “I really do. I’m just not built that way … so don’t feel bad. This would’ve never worked.”

      My hope, which has been rising despite my trying to control it, crashes back down. “I don’t understand. I just—”

      “What?” Colton says distracted, talking to a voice I hear in the background. “Saved by the bell! I’m needed on the track right now. More fine tuning.” I can hear the relief in his voice.

      “Oh. Okay.” Disappointment fills me. I want to finish this conversation.

      “No hard feelings then? I’ll see you at the track on Sunday?”

      I momentarily close my eyes, fortifying my voice with false nonchalance. “Sure. No hard feelings. See you on Sunday.”

      “See ya, Ryles.”

      The phone clicks and the dial tone fills my ear. I sit there not hearing it. Does he realize that he used his defense mechanism right now? Hurt me to keep me away? Put me in my place so that he can have all the control.

      I’m unsettled. I want to finish our conversation. Tell him that it doesn’t have to be this way. I want to comfort him. Ease the panic that laces his voice. Tell him that he makes me feel again after being numb for so very long. Confess that I want to be with him despite knowing deep down I will be destroyed in the end.

      I pick up my phone, pondering what I’m going to say. In the end, all I text is:

      Be safe on the track Ace!

      He responds quickly.

      Always. You know I’ve got great hands.

      I smile sadly. My heart wanting so much that my head knows I’ll never get.
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      The limo bus pulls through the gates of Auto Club Speedway in Fontana. The boys are buzzing with excitement, eyes wide as saucers taking in the sheer size of the complex. They have put on their shirts and all access lanyards that Colton’s staff has left aboard the bus for them. Their wide smiles and their constant oohs and aahs fill the air and fill my heart with joy. Zander bounces unexpectedly on the seat, vibrating with an obvious energy that takes me by surprise. I look at Jackson and Dane, my fellow counselors, and note that they see it too.

      For the first time in almost a week, I feel like I can smile, and ironically, it’s Colton that has made me feel this way. I’m thankful to him for the little touches he has added for the boys: a personalized letter, the shirts, the lanyards, and glossy magazines with his car on the cover. Things that make them feel special. Important.

      Our bus is directed down a tunnel under the stands before driving onto the infield. I didn’t think it possible, but the boys’ hooting and hollering becomes even louder. We come to a stop and the doors open. Within moments, a man hops on the bus, bounding with enthusiasm. He directs us off of the bus and has us follow him to a meeting room where he tells us we will meet up with Colton.

      I feel small walking through this large arena. To the south of us, a large grandstand juts up to towering heights while the banked oval of the track encompasses the entire field around us. I can hear engines revving and see people scurrying to and fro in a garage on my right. With each step we take, my anxiety about seeing Colton again increases. How is he going to react after his telephone confession to me? Will it be business as usual or will there still be that magnetic pull between us? Despite my anxiety, I’m also excited to see Colton in action. To watch him in his element.

      We arrive at a brick building and our facilitator, who we’ve learned on our walk is named Davis, leads us into a room with a red door. We heed his advice to gather around, the boys chattering excitedly. They call out random questions to Davis who patiently answers them.

      When they settle down a bit, Davis explains the reason for testing. “When we’re testing, a lot of time goes into tweaking the car. Little adjustments here and there that makes the car go faster or handle better. These changes are essential to the overall performance of the car when the season starts in late March. Along with these tweaks, Colton meets with his crew chief, Beckett Daniels, and reviews what they are working on. That is where Colton currently is now, discussing—”

      “Not anymore.” Chills dance up my spine as I hear the rumble of Colton’s voice. Whoops go up as the boys greet him. I look down at Zander and the wide, genuine grin on his face causes my heart to lodge in my throat.

      “Hey, guys!” he throws back at them. “So glad you’re here! Are you guys ready for a fun day?”

      The cheers go up again as I inhale deeply, preparing myself to turn around and face him. When I do, my heart squeezes tightly. Colton is on his haunches, eye level with the little guys of our group, and ruffling the hair on their heads playfully. He laughs sincerely at something Scooter says and then stands slowly, lifting his eyes, locking them with mine.

      All thoughts leave my head as I drink him in. He’s wearing a red fire safety suit, the top portion unzipped and tied around his waist to reveal a snug-fitting white t-shirt with a faded logo across the chest and a small hole in the left shoulder. His hair is a spiked mess and his jaw sports the shadow of a day’s missed shave. My thoughts immediately focus on how much I’d love to run my tongue over his lips and fist my hands in his hair.

      I bite my bottom lip, the quick pain a reminder that this is not going to happen—we’re not going to happen—and to help me resist any urges that I might have of thinking otherwise. Colton’s eyes stay locked on mine as the boys I love surround him. A slow, lazy grin spreads on his face.

      All thoughts of resistance vanish. Shit! I’m in so over my head.

      “Hello, Rylee.” So much is behind those two words. All of the hurt and confusion and over-analyzing from the past couple of days disintegrates. In case I didn’t know it before, it’s obvious now that his proximity clouds both my judgment and my common sense.

      “Hi.” My nervous response is all I can manage as we continue to hold each other’s gazes, as if we are the only two people in the room. I fidget with my hands, trying to ignore the desire blooming in my core. Kyle tugs on his hand, and after a beat, he drags his gaze away from me to focus back on the boys.

      I slowly exhale the breath I didn’t know I was holding. Dane scoots near me and leans in. “Damn, Rylee! What the hell’s going on here?” I give him a bemused look, as if I don’t know what he’s talking about. “If I didn’t know any better, that stare said he wanted to eat you for dessert.” I laugh at him, nudging him playfully, trying to avoid having to answer. And to hide the blush crawling into my cheeks, remembering Colton’s version of cotton candy dessert. “The man obviously wants you, girl!”

      “Oh, whatever! You read the tabloids, Dane. He’s a total player. I’m sure he gives that look to every woman.” I’m grateful for the distraction when Zander sidles up next to me, and I place my hand on his shoulder. Colton notices and looks up from the other boys to meet Zander’s eyes. He moves from the crowd of boys and walks over to kneel in front of us.

      “Hiya, Zander. I’m so glad you could come today.” Colton remains still, watching and waiting for an indication from Zander about how he should proceed.

      I suck in a breath as I hear a hoarse sound from Zander’s mouth. A croaked, “Hi,” comes out and the cautious smile on Colton’s face spreads to a megawatt grin. A tear trickles down my cheek, and I quickly dash it away, looking over to Dane and Jackson to see relief and pride on their faces as well.

      Zander spoke his first word!

      Colton clears his throat, and I think the moment may have gotten to him too. “So I’m going to need special help from you later, if that’s okay?” When Zander nods, Colton slowly reaches out, showing Zander the intention of his actions, and when he doesn’t flinch, Colton gently tousles his hair.

      Colton glances up to me as he stands, and the tears swimming in my eyes are for both Zander’s reaction and because of the man before me. Over everything that can’t be with him. He gives me a resigned, knowing smile before turning his focus back on the other six boys. “So guys, are you ready to head down to the pits, check out the car, and get ready to test it all out?” Colton staggers back playfully at the roar of the boys’ consent. “I take that as a yes!” He laughs.

      Out of the corner of my eye, I notice a statuesque blonde enter the room with a clipboard in one hand, a worn baseball cap in the other, and an official-looking pass around her neck. She leans against the doorjamb watching Colton and must feel my stare on her because she turns, slowly eying me up and down. Her eyes finally meet mine, a small smirk on her lips and a less than friendly look in her eyes. And then it dawns on me who she is. She’s Tawny Taylor: sometimes escort, CD Enterprises employee, and who knows what else to Colton. I bristle at the realization; her lengthy legs, sample size figure, long blonde hair, and stunning face making me feel beyond insecure. Why would Colton chase someone like me when he could have someone like her?

      Colton looks over at her as she says his name in her throaty voice, interrupting his answer to Shane’s question. “Just a minute, boys.” He excuses himself and walks over to where she stands.

      She holds out the battered baseball cap, and he runs a hand through his hair before placing it on his head. I hear their quiet voices and make out a few words in between the yells of my boys. Colton holds his hands on his hips, broad shoulders filling out the faded T-shirt, as he nods his head at Tawny. Her smile is wide, knowing, and when she reaches a hand out to place it on Colton’s upper arm, I hate her immediately. My ears perk as I hear my name. What? Tawny glances over at me quickly before returning to Colton. It seems as if they are wrapping things up, so I busy myself by paying attention to the posters hanging on the walls. I hear Colton say, “Thanks,” before returning to his audience. Tawny turns for the door and notices me studying her. She flashes me an insincere, catty smile as she walks out the door. Her smile says it all. Colton’s her territory, and I’m just an intruder.

      Well, game on, sweetheart!

      With Tawny gone and at least one adversary known, I turn my attention back to Colton, who is telling the boys what to expect from testing. He patiently and simply answers their questions. Zander stands closely to Colton, engaged in watching the conversation, his eyes never leaving his face. When he finishes, Davis glances at his watch and pipes up, “Okay, guys, I’m going to lead you down to the pits. You guys can sit in the seats right above so you can see everything. We’re also going to get you outfitted with headsets so that you can hear us talking back and forth with Colton.” He grabs his clipboard and turns toward the door, “So if you’ll follow me, we’ll get you all set!”

      The boys fidget animatedly as they fall into line behind Davis. I grab my bag and start to follow, anxiety rising at the possibility of being alone with Colton. I usually have strong will power but when it comes to Colton, it’s nonexistent. I take my first step when I hear his voice behind me. “Can I have a sec, Ry?”

      I ignore the raised eyebrows that Dane gives me before turning and following the boys out the door. Not trusting my voice, I figure that my lack of forward movement is enough of an answer for Colton.

      “It’s good to see you.” His voice is gruff.

      I take a deep breath and close my eyes momentarily, trying to clear the emotion from my face and remove my heart from my sleeve. I slowly turn around, a falsely calm smile on my lips as I remind myself of his words from the other day. The full force of the devastating effect he has on me hits me when I meet his eyes.

      This would’ve never worked. “You too, Ace.”

      He’s sitting on the edge of a table, one foot resting on the seat of the chair in front of him, his hands twirling his sunglasses. My heart twists at the sight of him, knowing I can have some of him but not the whole I need. I walk toward him, our chemistry irrefutable and his pull on me magnetic. I smile shyly at him, trying to keep my emotions under wraps. I stop in front of him, my fingers itching to touch. His eyes watch my hand as I reach out and wipe off an imaginary piece of lint from his shirt. “You look so official!” I laugh anxiously, saying the only thing that comes to my mind.

      He cocks his head and raises an eyebrow at me. “What? You think I’m faking it and this is all for show?” he says dryly, rising from the table. When he unfolds himself and stands to his full height, his body is mere inches from mine. His scent envelops me and I take a step back to prevent myself from reaching out to touch him again. Any measure to try and preserve my dignity.

      “No. That’s not what I meant.” I shake my head flustered, stepping back again to create some space. “Being here just makes it all so real—the track, seeing you in your suit, the grandstands … the enormity of it all.” I shrug. “Thank you so much, Colton.” With these words I look down at my hands where I instinctively go to worry the ring that’s no longer on my finger. Instead, I lace my fingers together and try to hide the emotion swarming in my eyes.

      “For what?”

      “You went over and above. The stuff in the bus for the kids. Having them here today. Everything.” I look back up at him, tears of happiness swimming in my eyes, and say softly, “Zander’s first word.”

      “A breakthrough is so important to healing invisible wounds.” I know he understands these words more than most. He reaches out and wipes the lone tear that spills over. That simple act of compassion leaves me shaken. His eyes meet mine, and I can see the feelings he has for me. I just wish he could see them himself. He slips his sunglasses on his face, shielding my ability to read more, and holds his hand out to me. “Come walk me to the pits?”

      When I just stand there staring at him, confused, he answers for me by grabbing my hand. We walk in silence, both occupied by our thoughts. So many questions I want to ask remain unspoken, for this is not the right time or place for them. I place a hand on my stomach to settle the nerves fluttering there.

      “Why do you seem so nervous when I’m the one that’s going to be hurling myself around the track at two hundred miles an hour?”

      I stop and look at him and am unable to see through his dark lenses, wondering if he really doesn’t get that spending time with him, being with him when I can’t have him, does this to me. Has me walking on eggshells and thinking of what ifs. I decide to take the easy way out. “I’m nervous for you. Aren’t you ever afraid that you are going to crash?”

      “Oh, I’ve crashed plenty of times, Ryles.” He lifts his sunglasses so that our eyes meet. “Sometimes you need to crash a couple of times to learn your mistakes, and then when the smoke clears, sometimes you’re better off in the end. Lesson learned in case there is a next time.” He shrugs, squeezing my hand and smiling shyly. “Besides, sometimes the dents just add more character in the long run. Looking pretty can only last so long.” Our eyes hold each other’s, and I know he is talking about more than racing. My eyes beseech his, silently asking the questions I’m afraid to voice, but he slips his glasses back on, pretending he didn’t see them. He tugs on my hand again to start walking.

      I try to think of something to say to add some levity to our walk. “Aren’t you supposed to have a pre-race face on or something indicating you’re in the zone?”

      “Something like that.” He laughs at me. “But it’s not a race today. Besides, I usually get that way once I walk onto pit row. It pisses my sister off to no end.”

      “Why’s that?”

      “Because I can just tune everything and everyone out instantly,” he says wryly, a small smile on his beautiful lips.

      “Typical male.” I laugh shaking my head. “Thanks for the warning, Ace.”

      “And she says I look mean. I try and tell her it’s just part of my job but she doesn’t buy it.” We walk for a bit more in silence, a smile on my lips. I can hear an engine revving to my left and hear the clatter of a wrench on concrete somewhere to my right. “I wasn’t sure if you were going to come today.” His words surprise me. I think I do a pretty good job of hiding it on my face. “I thought you might send another counselor in your place instead.”

      “No,” I murmur as we stop at the corner of a building, and I look up at him. Doesn’t he realize that even when he pushes me away I am irrefutably drawn to him? That I couldn’t stay away even if I wanted to? “I wanted to see you in your element. Watch the boys experience it.”

      He watches me for a moment, nodding at someone who walks past before returning his eyes to mine. “I’m glad you’re here.”

      “Me too,” I mouth back to him, fighting the urge to avert my eyes from the intensity of his.

      “This is as far as I go,” he tells me, leaning back against the wall, propping one foot back behind him.

      “Oh.” He runs his thumb over my knuckles on the hand he is holding.

      A slow mischievous smile spreads across his lips. “Don’t I get a good luck kiss, Rylee?” He tugs on my hand and has me falling against him. He splays his free hand against my back, holding me up against him.

      His warnings, his mixed signals, the hurt he’s caused all vanish when my eyes flutter up to see his sensual lips inches from mine. Every muscle beneath my waist clenches in desire. I close my eyes momentarily, wetting my lips with my tongue, before opening them back up to meet the clear green of Colton’s. Why the hell not? It’s not like the term levelheaded has been in my vocabulary the past few weeks when it comes to him anyway. Sensibility slips through my fingers like sand when I am near him.

      “It’s the least I can do,” I murmur as he removes his baseball cap.

      All sense of reason and modesty at our surroundings vanish the minute his lips capture mine. I pour all of the pent up hurt and emotion and need from the past few days into our kiss, and I know that I can taste the same from him. The pressure of his hand on my back urges me on, tempts me to run my hands up his chest, skim fingers on his neckline, and tangle in his hair curling at the back of his neck. Our hearts pound against each other as we each take what we need, regardless of the impasse we find ourselves at.

      Our surroundings slowly seep into my consciousness as I hear someone shout out, “Get a room, Donavan!”

      I feel Colton’s smile against my lips as he breaks the kiss and turns his head to the right and yells laughing, “Fuck off, Tyler! You’re just jealous!”

      I hear a loud chuckle as Colton turns his head back to me, and I run my hands down to frame his face. “Good luck, Ace!”

      We stare at each other a beat before he leans back down and brushes a tender kiss on my lips. A silent goodbye and now I am more confused then ever. “Remind me to bring you to my next race?”

      “What? Why?”

      “Because if that’s how you kiss me good luck when I’m just testing, I can’t wait to see what it’s like when I’m really racing!” He raises his eyebrows, a playful smile turning the corners of his mouth, and he squeezes his hands around my waist. I laugh out loud.

      “Colton?”

      I turn to look into the startled eyes of a stunning woman a few feet to our left. She has a classic beauty that reminds me a lot of Haddie. She has tendrils of blonde hair that cascade around her shoulders, her caramel colored eyes regard me pensively, and her full, painted lips purse as she takes me in. I feel a punch in the stomach. Despite being pressed against Colton, in the split second I have to size her up, I can see true adoration and love in her eyes toward him. Something about her is different though, and the feelings I see in her eyes are much more intense than Tawny’s or Raquel’s.

      Will the endless barrage of women in love with Colton ever end?

      “Impeccable timing as usual,” Colton says through gritted teeth without even looking at her. I look back at him, slightly confused as he kisses the tip of my nose and pulls back. “Rylee, meet my annoying little sister, Quinlan.”

      “Oh!” This makes sense now! I extricate myself from Colton’s arms, the interruption not allowing me to even think about our intimate exchange. I hold out my hand in greeting, my cheeks blushing at the thought of the first impression she must have of me. “Hi. I’m Rylee Thomas.”

      Quinlan looks me up and down and then to my outstretched hand before eyeing Colton, an incredulous expression on her face. She shakes her head at him, a warning look in her eye as she completely disregards my hand. I let it fall as Colton sighs a warning to her. “Quin?” She just looks at him like a mother does when scorning her child. He glares back at her. “Q, quit being rude. I’ll be right there. I’m a little busy right now.”

      She snorts rudely, surveying me again before turning on her heel and stalking off the way she came. “Sorry,” he mutters, “she can be an annoying little punk sometimes, regardless of how old she is.” And with those words, for some reason, I think I get it. She thinks I’m one of Colton’s little disposable playthings. And she acted how I probably would act if it were my brother. Disgusted. Fed up.

      “It’s okay.” I step back from him. “You need to get going.”

      “That I do.” He nods, running his fingers through his hair.

      “Be safe, Colton. I’ll see you at the finish line.”

      “Always,” he says before flashing a quick, roguish smile at me and then turning to walk toward the pits. I watch his sexy swagger as he tugs his baseball hat on his head and adjusts it. He turns back to look at me, the bill of his hat shadowing his eyes and a wayward grin on his lips, dangerous written all over him. If nothing else, he is the definition of sexy. I sigh, shaking my head as I instinctively smile at him. He turns back around, and I watch him until I can’t see him any more.

      How do I even begin to process the last fifteen minutes?

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

        

      

    

    
      “Okay, boys, I think that last wing adjustment dialed it in. Great job! I’m going full throttle for the last twenty starting next time I hit the line,” Colton’s disembodied voice comes over the headset as we watch him on the stretch of track behind us.

      “Don’t push too hard, Colt. We’ll need to make a couple more adjustments for next time out. I don’t want you burning up the motor before we can mess with it.”

      “Relax, Becks.” Colton laughs. “I’m not gonna break your baby.” I can hear the engine rev up on the backstretch as Colton heads out of turn two. “Davis? You on?”

      “What do you need, Wood?” Davis’ voice fills my ears. Wood? What’s that all about?

      On the open mic, I can hear the car downshift as he heads into turn three. “Get Zander in the flag stand.” I can hear the vibration of the car in Colton’s voice as he increases his speed. “Let him wave. Then the rest of the boys.”

      “Ten-four.”

      The boys are all listening on their headsets and they turn to look at me with eyes big and grins wide. Davis climbs up the stairs to the little box where we sit above pit row and motions for the boys to follow him. Dane descends and then Jax looks back at me, eyebrows raised in question. “Go ahead, Jax,” I motion for him to go as I remain seated. “I’ll stay here.”

      I watch the boys make their way to pit row, heads turned to the right as Colton comes flying out of turn four toward the start-finish line. The rumble of the engine fills my ears and vibrates through my body, reverberating in my chest as he whips past us. Once gone, Davis leads them across the track and they disappear as they head to the flag stand. Moments later, Davis climbs into the little white boxed in platform with Zander at his side, and they wait for Colton to come back around the track again. I can hear the pitch of the motor heighten as Colton hits the accelerator down the backstretch. Before I know it, he is completing the two-mile circuit and tearing down the front straight away before me. Zander’s hands are on the flag, and Davis cautiously helps his little arms wave it as Colton approaches and quickly zips past. I capture his smile with my camera before he heads back down the stairs for Aiden to have his turn.

      It has been an incredible day. The boys have gotten a once-in-a-lifetime experience, thanks to Colton and his team. I’ve been interviewed by reporters from the Los Angeles Times and the Orange County Register about the fundraising collaboration of CD Enterprises on behalf of Corporate Cares. A photographer took pictures of us while we were watching the test laps. The boys have been filled with sugary treats as well as great food that Colton’s team brought in for us. We’ve been treated better than I ever could’ve imagined, especially considering this was not a race or official engagement.

      I snap a shot of Shane as he waves the flag when Colton passes by, pleased that I perfectly captured the look of joy in his face. When I look up from the digital image on my camera, Tawny is standing in front of me, a cool, calculating look in her frosty blue eyes. I give her a cautious but courteous smile.

      When she continues to stand there and stare at me, I decide to make the first move. Her attempt at intimidation is ineffective. I just pray that for once in my life I can have that quick wit I always think about after the fact because I think I’m going to need it. “Can I help you?”

      She crosses her arms across her ample bosom and leans a hip against the railing, her eyes never leaving mine. “You know you’re not his typical type, right?”

      Oh, so that’s how this is going to be. I watch Colton come down the straightaway and wait for the deafening sound to pass us before pulling my headphones off. I lean back in my seat and allow the knowing smirk I feel to ghost my lips—the ones that Colton’s lips had been on earlier. “And your point is what? That you are?” I cringe inwardly at my last comment, because I know that she actually does fit the Colton pre-approved mold. So much for being witty.

      She laughs snidely. “Oh, doll, your innocent little self has no clue what you’re getting yourself into, do you?”

      Condescending bitch! “And what? If I had all of the experience that you do, I would?” My voice drips with sarcasm. “Let’s get something straight, what’s between Colton and me is none of your business. And I’m more than capable of taking care of myself, Tawny. Thanks for your misguided concern, though.”

      She stares at me through the slits of her eyelids, her face twisting in amusement. “Oh, Rylee, everything Colton does is my business. I make sure of it.”

      I stare at her momentarily, stunned by her impudence and wondering if there is any truth behind her words. I try to hide the bewilderment in my voice with cynicism. “I wasn’t aware he needed a keeper. He seems quite capable of making decisions for himself.” I cross my arms over my chest, mirroring her.

      “You don’t know anything, do you?” She laughs cattily, her patronizing tone grating on my nerves. “Every man needs a woman whispering in his ear, telling him what’s best for him.” She smirks. “And, Rylee, doll, I’m that person to Colton. Have been...” she arches an eyebrow “...and will continue to be.”

      I plug my ears as Colton comes back around again, thankful for the brief moment to let her comments sink in. “I’m pretty sure Colton doesn’t let anyone tell him what to do, Tawny. Nice try, though.”

      If she laughs that annoying know-it-all laugh one more time, I’m going to strangle her. “You just keep thinking that, doll.” She taps an acrylic nail to her perfectly white teeth. “And before you know it, you’ll think you’ve reeled him in. And despite his little spiel about not wanting a girlfriend, you’ll think he actually wants more with you. That you can change him and his ways. You’ll think that you’ve tamed that rebellion and topped him and his domineering ways.” She turns to watch him fly down the backstretch of the track before turning back to me and taking a step closer. “And just when that happens, you’ll be over quicker than that lap he just clocked. You don’t have what it takes to keep him. He gets bored quickly.” Her eyebrows rise as she studies me. “Oh, my God!” She gasps, putting a hand over her mouth to hide her smarmy smile. “You’ve already fucked him, haven’t you?”

      I just stare at her, trying to hide the truth, silence my only answer. I don’t want to let her know that she’s getting to me. That her little bitchy comments are starting to get under my skin and feed the insecurities that I have in regards to why Colton likes me.

      “Well, it won’t be long now, then.”

      “’Til what?” I ask, already assuming what she’s going to say.

      I can see her move her tongue around the inside of her mouth as she thinks of how to best phrase her next piece of venom. “I’ve seen enough of his hussies come and go to say that I’ll give you two months tops, doll. You’ll be out of his bed and his life before the first race of the season.” She squints her eyes, glaring at me, waiting for the reaction I won’t give her. She takes a step closer. “Just know that it’ll be me he turns to then. It’ll be me telling him he’s too good for someone like you. I told you. I’m. The. Voice. In. His. Ear,” she whispers the last words to me.

      “And let me guess, it’ll be you he finds happily ever after with, right?” I retort, my voice sugary sweet despite the ire bubbling beneath my surface.

      “Eventually, once he’s done biding his time with bimbos like you.” She chuckles, eying me up and down. “You’re smart. I’ll give you that. But I’ve known him longer than anyone, and I’ve put in the time. His parents love me. I’m the only one he needs. He may not realize it yet, but he does love me—”

      “Looks like you need to find something better to do with your time, doll,” I say, rising from my seat and taking a step closer, fed up with her egocentric diatribe. “Waiting around to be second best must be really frustrating.”

      “A little testy are we? Don’t shoot the messenger,” she says, holding up her hands, “I just thought I’d save you the inevitable heartbreak.”

      I manage a single laugh. “Yeah, I can see the sincerity oozing out of your pores.” I roll my eyes. “Your compassion is just overwhelming.”

      She purses her lips. “Us girls have to look out for one another.”

      Now I really laugh. What a bitch! “Yeah, I’m sure you have my back!” With a knife pointing into it. “I appreciate the heads up, but I’m a big girl, Tawny. I can take care of myself just fine.”

      She throws her head back and laughs loudly before eying me up and down again, a look of disdain on her face. “Oh, he is going to eat you alive and then spit you out, and I am so going to enjoy watching it!”

      I see Colton complete his last lap and swing the car into the pits to the right of us. The boys will come looking for me any moment to go down and see the car, and frankly, I’ve had enough of Tawny’s little “let me put you in your place” speech. I’ve tried to take the high road. I’ve tried to not be the catty bitch she’s being. But enough’s enough.

      I take one step closer to her, my voice a spiteful whisper. “You better get used to watching, Tawny, because that’s all you’ll be doing. When he cries out a name, it’ll be mine, sweetheart.” The corners of my mouth turn up, my voice implacable. “Not yours.”

      “That’s what they’ve all thought!” She snorts derisively.

      How I’d love to throttle her right now. Wipe that sarcastic smirk off her face and show her she has no clue what she’s talking about. But I can’t. In the end, she may be right. And that kills me. Reminds me I need to keep my guard up. I give her the same, slow appraisal that she’s given me, and I shake my head in disinterest. “This conversation has been stimulating, Tawny, but I’m going to go spend time with people that are worth my breath.”

      I rush down the stairs quickly, wanting to make sure that I get the last word in. At the bottom of the stairs, I walk toward where I can hear the engine of Colton’s car. As I turn the corner, I see my boys following Davis down to the garage area of the speedway. I hurry to catch up, trying to let the anger and irritation from Tawny’s words dissipate.

      I shrug it off and tell myself that she’s just a catty bitch trying to hold on to something that’s not hers. A drop-dead-gorgeous catty bitch, but a catty bitch nonetheless. I think the combination of her being his type and my fear that there is some truth to her words, keeps the anger running through my system.

      I catch up to the group as we approach the garage where Colton’s crew has set up. The purr of the engine stops, and I see Colton hand the now-detached steering wheel to a crewmember before slowly pushing himself up from his seat. He lifts one leg over the side and then the other to stand on the ground. He takes a moment to settle on his legs before removing his helmet and the white fireproof balaclava from his face. He accepts the Gatorade that someone hands him and takes a long pull on it before running a hand back and forth through his sweat-soaked hair. Colton gives the man who approaches him a huge grin, and it takes me a moment to place him. He is the rakish gentleman who was at the Merit Rum party with him.

      I stand back with the boys away from the flurry of activity in the garage. Several people are talking to Colton, who is motioning with his hands to demonstrate what he is saying. Other crewmembers are tending to the car, using instruments to measure things. Colton is completely in his element. It’s not hard to sense his enthusiasm and respect for his sport.

      His smile is wide and authentic, and I feel a pang in my heart when I see it. If he is this passionate about the sport that he obviously loves, I can’t help but wonder what he’ll be like when he finally accepts love from someone. My heart twists at the thought that it won’t be me. I push the thought from my head, but it stays at the edge of my mind as I watch him.

      The flurry dies down as several of the people who Colton is speaking to back off and attend to the engine in the back of the car. Now Colton is just speaking to the man from the club, and I observe an easy camaraderie between the two.

      Davis motions for the boys to enter the garage, and they quietly follow in line, trying to stay out of the way. I remain rooted, choosing to watch from afar. Colton notices them and looks up from his conversation, giving the boys a wide smile. He waits until they approach before speaking. “So what did you think, guys?”

      All of them shout out words at once ranging from “awesome” to “cool” to “unbelievable.” He unzips his fire suit and pulls his arms out of the sleeves, letting them fall and hang below his waist. His shirt, darkened with sweat, clings to the defined muscles of his chest. The sight of him, sexy as hell, pulls at every part of me.

      “I’m so glad you guys liked it! Now, this here,” he says, putting his arm around the man from the club, “is one of the most important people out here. More important than me,” he kids. “None of this...” he gestures to the garage around them “...would run so smoothly if it weren’t for him. This is Beckett Daniels, my crew chief.”

      The boys say hello to him and he smiles back at them. Ricky throws out a question and Beckett smiles broadly, motioning the boys over to the car to look at something. Colton stays where he is and watches the boys follow. He rolls his shoulders and takes another long drink before looking up and around the garage. I feel that sudden crackle of electricity when his eyes meet mine, and that slow lazy grin turns up the corners of his mouth, his dimple deepening. He looks like sex: hot, sweaty, disheveled, and mouthwateringly irresistible. He looks back at Beckett to make sure that things are okay before sauntering over to me.

      “Well, hello there.” I can’t help the smile that forms on my lips when I speak to him.

      “Still think I’m faking it?”

      “No.” I laugh as he stops in front of me.

      “Well, as long as you’re not, then I’m doing my job correctly,” he quips, reaching out a hand to tug on a curl.

      I shake my head at him with a soft smile before taking a deep breath. Faking it is definitely not a necessity when it comes to Colton in the bedroom. We stare at each other, the activity of the garage buzzing around us, as we become entranced by one another.

      “You looked good out there, Ace,” I finally manage to say, breaking our silence.

      He takes another drink of his Gatorade. “You know nothing about racing, do you?” He laughs as I shake my head, laughing with him. “Didn’t think so, but thanks for the compliment.”

      “But I have watched it with my brother before, and the boys obviously were Googling all about it to make sure they knew as much as possible.” I shrug, glancing over his shoulder to check on the kids. “So, Wood, huh?”

      He smiles shyly at me. “It’s not what you’re thinking. It’s an old nickname.” I raise my eyebrows at him, amused. “When I first started racing, someone called me Hollywood. The name stuck. Has been shortened to Wood over time. Anyone who calls me that has been around a long time.” He looks back at Beckett for a beat. “Is someone I trust.”

      “Don’t let the press get a hold of that or they’ll have a field day with it.”

      “Believe me, I know.” He laughs.

      We both turn our heads as Shane’s laughter fills the garage. Beckett has his arm around his shoulder and is laughing with him while Davis is lifting Ricky into the seat of the car to sit for a picture. “Thank you so much, Colton. For making them feel special for a day.” He turns from watching the boys to look back at me. “For everything. I can’t begin to tell you how much it means to the boys.”

      A dark look flashes across his face. “It’s not a big deal.” He shrugs it off, picking at the label on the Gatorade bottle. “I understand that need more than most.” He shifts his attention back to the boys who are each getting their chance to sit in the car and get their picture taken. We watch them for a few moments, Colton taking his hat off of his head and running his hands through his hair. I watch him out of the corner of my eye as he looks at his watch and then turns his attention back to the boys.

      Tawny’s words ring in my ears. Two months, tops. What if she’s right? Even if whatever we have lasts three or four months, I know it won’t be enough. I don’t think any amount of time will be enough to love someone like Colton. He is one of those guys who consumes every part of you. Makes you whole when you never thought you were incomplete. Gives you strength and makes you weak all at the same time. I know I am capable of loving him like that—like he deserves—but I know I will never get the chance. Tawny may be a catty bitch, but she knows him way better than I do. Between her words, Colton’s own admissions, my research, and my intuition, I know that I will end up being destroyed if I allow myself to fall in love with Colton. And I can’t allow that to happen. The rise might be more than fun, but the devastation after the fall will break me.

      Colton breaks through my thoughts. “We have a meeting in ten minutes,” he says, turning to look at me. “Can you stay and then I’ll drive you home when it’s over?”

      I twist the ring I’d put back on this morning—a source of comfort to me. I desperately want to say yes. “It’s probably not a good idea, Colton,” I shake my head, avoiding his gaze.

      “For who?” he says, turning and taking a step closer to me. His scent envelops me—the outdoorsy, clean scent of his cologne mixed with the scent of a man who has put in a hard day’s work.

      I eye him warily, trying to keep him at an emotional distance. “For both of us, Colton. You said so yourself the other night.” He takes a step closer to me and I can feel my pulse surge.

      “But maybe I think something different today …”

      I sigh deeply, telling myself that nothing’s changed since Saturday night. He is who he is, and he’s not going to change. That a few days away from each other has just made him horny, and he wants some relief. That’s all this is. I push his last comment out of my head and try to carry on like he never said it. “Besides, I have to get the boys home. They’re my responsibility.”

      He takes another step toward me, and I put my hands up on his chest to prevent him from getting any closer. I don’t think I’d be able to bear the feeling of his body pressed against mine. My hands pressing against the firm muscles of his chest makes it hard enough for me to resist him as it is.

      Colton takes a hand and lifts my chin up. “What’s wrong, Ry?” His eyes search mine, trying to understand my hesitancy. How can he understand why his idea of a relationship is unacceptable to me? How do I explain that him pushing me away one minute and then kissing me senseless the next is making me question what I might concede in order to have him in my life?

      “You,” I whisper.

      “Me?” he mouths.

      “You confuse me at every turn, Colton.” I shake my head softly and despite telling myself that touching him will only make walking away that much harder, I lift my finger and trace the hem of the neckline on his damp shirt. “One minute you tell me you can’t stay away and the next you tell me you have to keep me at arm’s length because you’re going to hurt me. On Saturday you told me whatever is between us will never work unless I agree to your terms and then today you kiss me breathless.” I step back from him and look over at the boys getting a tour of the garage, to avoid meeting his gaze. “I can’t give you what you want and you can’t give me what I need. That’s all I know. All I understand, Colton.”

      He steps toward me again and tugs on my ponytail, forcing my head to lift and my eyes to meet his. And despite the chaos around us—the boys laughter, the clang of metal on metal, the sound of an air compressor in the distance—when his eyes hold mine, it all disappears. It’s just he and I. A guy way too irresistible for his own good and a girl in way over her head.

      “As much as I keep telling myself that this needs to be—should be—over, Rylee, for both our sakes … I still want you.” He cups the side of my face with his free hand and traces the pad of his thumb over my bottom lip. “Desperately,” he whispers. His words resonate in my heart. “I think about how soft your skin is. The feeling of your body against mine. Of it under mine. How you tighten around me when I’m buried in you …” His words, mixed with the intensity in his eyes, leave me breathless. Has my body vibrating with a deep-seated need for him that I’m not sure will ever be sated. “Christ, Rylee, it … you … are consuming me.” He leans in and brushes a soft, brief kiss on my lips. The innocence and vulnerability behind it beguiles me. “And I intend to have you again.”

      I breathe in a sharp, audible gasp. I step back from him, holding his gaze for a second longer, before looking around the garage to check on the boys. I notice more people have joined us since we started talking. I notice a perplexed look pass between Beckett and Quinlan. I see Davis rounding the boys up, and I know our time here is ending.

      “I’m sure you’ll feel that way until you find someone else who fits your requirements,” I quip, fearing my words speak the truth. I turn back to Colton, still trying to recover from the impact of his confession and yet needing to show him that I have some self-control when it comes to him. “Why waste your time on me when you can have any other girl willing to give you exactly what you want?”

      “But. I. Want. You. Rylee. No. One. Else.” He smirks.

      The man is relentless, but I still think he’s after the challenge when it comes to me. I shake my head. “You have a habit of telling me what you want, Ace, without asking me what I want.”

      Colton takes the baseball hat in his hands and tugs it down over my head, a Cheshire cat grin spreading across his face and a sinful gleam in his eyes. “Oh, sweetheart...” he emits a low rumbling chuckle as he takes two steps back from me “...I know exactly what you want.” He holds his hand up to motion to Beckett that he’s coming when his name is called. His grin widens into one of the wickedest and most carnal smiles I have ever seen. My core coils and I tense to stifle my desire. “And I have just the right tools to give it to you.” And with those parting words, he turns on his heel and walks over to Beckett, his laughter reverberating in the garage. Beckett eyes him up and down, a bemused look on his face as Colton says goodbye to the boys.

      When Colton finishes, he turns back toward me and smirks. “All consuming experience!”

      He laughs at my confused expression. “What?”

      “What it stands for.” He grins and I finally get it. He’s still guessing what Ace means.

      “Nope,” I say, fighting the smile that tugs at the corners of my mouth.

      He takes a step backwards, biting his bottom lip in concentration. I can see the minute he thinks of another one as his eyes light up, the corners around them crinkling. “The amazing Colton experience,” he shouts over to me, garnering an eye roll from Beckett.

      “Oh geez!” I laugh at his lack of humility and mimic Beckett with an eye roll of my own. “Nope,” I yell back, suppressing a laugh.

      Colton takes another step backwards, his face filled with humor, and shakes his head at me. “Later, Ryles.”

      “Later, Ace,” I mutter, begrudgingly accepting the fact that in so many ways Colton is right. That no matter how intelligent I am or how rational I try to be, his pull on me is just too strong.

      I tug his hat down on my head, adjusting my now-wrecked ponytail, and watch him throw a playful arm around Beckett’s shoulder as they walk down the pathway. I shake my head, overwhelmed by the day’s events, and head over to collect my excited but very tired boys for the long ride home.
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      “Check it out!” Dane throws a newspaper proof onto my desk as he walks by my office at Corporate Cares. “Your cleavage is going to be in the newspaper and we’re going to get some good press.”

      I whip my head up to look at him, confused, before glancing down at the paper. On the lower half of the cover of the sports section is a side-by-side picture of our outing at the track and the accompanying article. The picture on the left is a picture of Colton’s car with all of the boys kneeling in front of it with Colton in the middle. The picture to the right is a close up of Zander, Ricky, and myself. I am in between the two, and unfortunately, the way my arms are positioned, my cleavage is on display in the V of my snug T-shirt. “Lovely! Oh my God, that’s embarrassing!”

      “C’mon, Ry, you look hot. And the girls look great!”

      I throw my pencil at him, laughing. “When does this go to print? Can we ask him to change the picture?”

      “Yeah, right! You know they picked it so that the guys that open up the sports page will read the article and not flip past it.” I roll my eyes, feeling the flush of embarrassment creep into my cheeks. “Just think of it as taking one for the team—”

      “What?”

      “It’s a really good article that’s going to give us good press.” He laughs out loud. “Hell, if I was into playing for your team, I’d keep the picture for late night fun!”

      “Oh, shut up!” I shout at him, unable to keep my laughter from bubbling up.

      “C’mon, Ry—read it. You’re gonna like what it says.”

      “Really?” I raise an eyebrow as I skim through it, pleased with what I see.

      “Seriously. It is,” he tells me, taking a seat in front of my desk. “A lot of good info about The House and about corporate and the new facilities.”

      “When’s it running?”

      “This Sunday, and the OC Register most likely will run then too, but I haven’t seen their proof yet.”

      “Hmmm, not bad.” I set it down on the side of my desk where I can read it more thoroughly later.

      “How was your interview?” he asks, referring to the one good candidate I had for the open counselor position. I interviewed her earlier in the day and was quite impressed.

      “She was actually really good. Almost too good to be true really, but her references check out, and I think I’m going to make her an offer. I think the boys will really take to her. I’ll need you to help me train her but—” The ringing of my cell phone interrupts me. I glance down to see who is calling. “It’s Teddy,” I tell him.

      Dane rises from the chair and mouths he’ll come back later as I answer. “Hey, Teddy!”

      “Rylee! Heard we got a good article from the LA Times. Great job!”

      “You’re breaking up on me, Teddy.” The phone line crackles.

      “I need to talk to you—” The call drops and the line goes dead.

      I wait a second for my phone to ring again and when it doesn’t, I go back to looking at the budgetary numbers I was working on before Dane interrupted. After a few minutes, my cell rings again.

      “Hello?”

      “Rylee Thomas, please,” a monotone male voice says over the phone.

      “This is she.”

      “Hi, Ms. Thomas, this is Abel Baldwin.”

      Oh, crap! What boy is it this time? “Good afternoon, Principal Baldwin. What can I do for you today?”

      “Well, it seems to me that Aiden can’t seem to keep his hands to himself lately. He was in yet another fight last period, Ms. Thomas.” Disdain fills his voice at having to deal with this again.

      This is Aiden’s third fight in as many months that has been caught by school authorities. I have a feeling that there have actually been a couple more that have gone unnoticed as well. Oh, Aiden. “What happened?”

      “Not quite sure. He won’t really talk with me about it.” And I really don’t think you care, either.

      “What about the other kid?” A question that I ask every time and always get a less than satisfactory answer to.

      “They said it was a simple misunderstanding.”

      “They?” There’s more than one? “I hope that they are in your office as well, Mr. Baldwin.”

      He clears his throat. “Not exactly. They are in class and—”

      “What?” I shout at him, perplexed by his obvious bias.

      “And I think it’s better if you come and pick up Aiden—”

      “He’s suspended?” I ask through gritted teeth.

      “No, he’s not.” I can hear the irritation in his voice at having me question him. “If you’d let me finish Ms. Thomas—”

      “He’s not suspended, but you want me to come get him while the other boys get to stay in class?” My rising frustration is more than evident in my voice. “Surely you can understand why I’m upset at what seems to be favoritism here.”

      He stays quiet for a moment as I gather up my things as best as possible with one hand so I can go pick him up. “Ms. Thomas, your accusation is unfounded and serves no purpose here. Now I would appreciate if you could come collect Aiden so we can let the two parties simmer down. This in no way indicates that Aiden is at fault in this matter. In addition, Aiden has blood on his clothing and seeing as it’s against school policy for him to walk around with it there, I think it’s in the school’s best interest to send him home for the afternoon.”

      I sigh loudly, biting my tongue from telling this less-than-stellar principal exactly what I think of him. “I’ll be right there.”
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      Aiden is silent all the way home from school. My shift at The House doesn’t start for another three hours, but I think that Aiden and I need to have a little alone time to talk about what happened. I haven’t pushed him to tell me, but I need to know. Is he being bullied? Is he looking for attention that he’s not getting? Is he releasing frustration from his past? I need to know so that I can figure out how to help.

      Before we walk into the house, I motion for him to sit down on the front porch step next to me. He rolls his eyes but obeys. He stares at me as I take in the swollen lip with dried blood at the corner, the dark red mark on his right cheek and the start of bruising on the left eye. His cheeks flush deeply under my scrutiny.

      “I know you don’t want to talk about it, buddy, but you have to tell me what happened.” I reach out and grab his hand while he lowers his head and watches an ant crawl slowly on the step beneath us. We sit in silence, and I allow it for a bit but finally squeeze his hand, letting him know he needs to talk.

      “They were just being jerks,” he grumbles.

      “Who started it, Aiden?” When he doesn’t respond, I prompt again. “Aiden? Who threw the first punch?”

      “I did.” His voice is so soft, so sad with shame that it breaks my heart. I see a fat tear slide down his swollen cheek, and I know that something is off.

      “Talk to me, Aiden. Who was it and what did they do to make you want to hit them?”

      He reaches up to dash away the fallen tear with the back of his hand and leaves a smear of dirt in its path. “They called me a liar,” he mumbles, his bottom lip quivering. “Ashton Smitty and Grant Montgomery.”

      Little punks! The know-it-all, privileged, popular kids from his grade whose parents never seem to be around. I wrap my arm around his shoulder and pull him to my side, kissing the top of his head. “What did they say you were lying about?”

      His voice is barely audible. “They told me I lied about going to the track on Sunday. That I didn’t really meet Colton or know him …”

      My heart squeezes. He was so excited to go to school and tell all his friends about his experience. So excited to be cool for once and have something that the other kids didn’t. I sigh loudly, squeezing him again. I want to tell him that the little punks deserved it and that he did the right thing, but that’s obviously not the most responsible way to react. “Oh, Aiden … I’m sorry, buddy. Sorry they didn’t believe you. Sorry they pushed you … but Aiden, fighting somebody with your fists is not the way to solve things. It only ends up making it worse.”

      He reluctantly nods his head. “I know, but—”

      “Aiden,” I scold sternly, “there are no buts here … you can’t use your fists to fix problems.”

      “I know, but I tried to tell Ms. McAdams when they started pushing and shoving and she wouldn’t listen.”

      I can see another tear threaten to fall from his thick lashes. “Well then, I’m going to make an appointment to speak with her and Baldwin about this.” His head whips up and his eyes open widely in fear. “I’m not going to make it worse, Aiden. I’m just going to ask them to keep their eyes open a little more. To make sure that they do not let this happen again. And I’ll make sure that the other kids don’t know.”

      He nods his head, releasing a noncommittal grunt. “Am I in trouble?” He looks up at me with fear in eyes.

      I wrap both my arms around him and squeeze his little body that’s known so much hurt and abandonment. I hold him to me, trying to reassure him and let him know that it’s okay. That getting in trouble doesn’t mean a severe beating and food withheld for days. “Yeah, bud, you are … but I think that icky feeling you have might just be the worst of it.” I feel his shoulders sag in relief as a plan forms in my head.
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      “I knew you couldn’t stay away from me for long.” Colton’s voice fills the other end of the telephone line, arrogance redefined. His sexy voice alone makes my pulse race, but I have to put how I feel aside as I put my plan to help restore Aiden’s self-confidence at school into motion.

      “I’m not calling for me, Ace.”

      “Ooooh, I love it when you’re all business and straight to the point. It’s such a turn on, Ryles.”

      “Whatever!” I say, but I can’t help the slow smile that creeps over my face.

      “No, seriously, what’s up, sweetheart?”

      Why do I love when he calls me that? Why does it make me feel like I’m special to him?

      “It’s Aiden,” I tell him filling in the details as he listens attentively, despite the voices I hear in the background. “Is it possible that I can get some kind of signed picture of you or something he can bring to school tomorrow to prove that he’s met you and actually was there on Sunday?”

      Colton laughs loudly, and I’m confused by his reaction. “That’s only going to get his teeth knocked in, Rylee. That’s something only a geek would do … those brats would eat him alive.”

      “Oh … um … I had no idea.”

      “You wouldn’t.” Colton chuckles, slightly offending me.

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “And please don’t go have a conference with the teacher or principal,” he groans. “Inevitably someone will see you and then it will only make things harder for Aiden.”

      “I wasn’t—”

      “Oh yes, you were,” he kids, and I’m shocked he has me pegged so well. “I just know you were one of those preppy kids who had their homework done before it was due, helped the teacher in class, and was part of the ‘in’ crowd. No offense, Rylee, but you have no idea what it is to be a misfit on the verge of puberty who gets the crap beat out of him just because.”

      I’m flustered that he has such a good read on me, but more than that, his words about understanding the misfit crowd gives me more insight to him as a child. When I don’t respond, he laughs again. “You were like that, weren’t you?”

      “Maybe,” I answer slowly, heat flushing my cheeks.

      “It’s nothing to be embarrassed about, Rylee … it’s just different for kids like Aiden.”

      And like you were. “What do you suggest I do then, since I obviously don’t understand?” I try to hide the hurt in my voice.

      “Are you on shift there tomorrow?”

      “Yeah … what does that have to do with anything?” When he remains silent, I prompt him. “Colton?”

      “Give me a second to think,” he snips at me and I blanch at his tone. I hear someone call his name in the background. Of course it’s a female. “What time do you leave for school in the morning?”

      “At eight. Why?”

      “I’m tied up right now,” he says innocently, but my mind drifts to braided velvet ropes and cold counters. I jolt my mind from my thoughts, chastising myself. “Okay. I’ll have something for him at The House before you leave.”

      “What are you—”

      “Relax, control freak.” He sighs, “I have something in mind. I just have to move some things around to make it happen.”

      “Oh, but—” I protest, wanting to know what he’s bringing.

      “Rylee,” he interrupts, “this is the part where you let someone else handle the details. All you have to say is ‘Thank you, Colton. I owe you one,’ and hang up.”

      I pause momentarily, knowing he is right but wanting to know anyway. “Thank you, Colton,” I comply.

      “And?” he prompts.

      I remain silent for a few moments. I can almost hear his smirk. “And I owe you one.”

      “And you can bet I’ll collect on it.” His seductive laugh fills the phone until I hear the dial tone on the other end.
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      Damn it! I knew I shouldn’t have said anything to Aiden. I shouldn’t have told him that I had something to fix what had happened yesterday. I shouldn’t have depended on someone like Colton to come through when I am so used to relying on myself. He hasn’t even answered my texts or calls this morning.

      I glance at the clock and another minute has ticked by. It’s seven fifty-two and I need to get the boys into action in order to get them to school on time. Mike’s already left to take Shane and Connor to high school. Bailey has already come and left to take Zander to his therapist’s appointment and Kyle to the eye doctor before dropping him back off at school. I’m left with the remaining three elementary school kids, and I know that getting them in the car should have started ten minutes ago.

      I glance at the clock again and it’s seven fifty-three now. Shit! “Rylee, are you going to tell me what it is yet?” Aiden begs again with hope in his eyes.

      “Not yet, Aiden. It’s a surprise.” Now I have to scramble to think of something to do to make up for an empty promise.

      I could strangle Colton right now. What did I expect from a careless playboy? I guess if there isn’t a promise of getting laid at the end of the deal then he’s not going to follow through. I pound a fist on the table, the silverware on it rattling, knowing I’m overreacting after how much he did for the boys. But at the same time, he’s letting down one of my boys and he’s letting me down too.

      I start stuffing lunches into the backpacks that Aiden is handing me, concentration etched on his face as he tries to figure out what I can possibly have to help him. “C’mon, guys. It’s time to go!” I shout. Aiden, my little helper, leaves the kitchen to go see what they are up to.

      When after a few minutes I don’t hear the usual scurry of feet, I sigh in frustration and head out toward the hallway. “Ricky, Scooter … C’mon, guys, its time to go!” I turn the corner to the hallway and do a double take when I see Colton standing in the foyer with the door open behind him. The sun is at his back, casting his body and dark features in a halo. Three little boys stand in front of him, their backs to me, but I can see all of their heads angled up to look at him. He steps further into the room smiling briefly at me, before turning his attention to Aiden.

      “So, Aiden,” Colton says, and I can see his subtle appraisal of the bruises on Aiden’s sweet little face, “are you ready for school today?”

      “What?” he asks bemused before looking back at me, a mix of anticipation and realization on his face. I look back at Colton, wondering what he’s brought to help the situation.

      Colton cocks his head to the side, realizing that no one gets what he’s doing here. “I’m taking you guys to school,” he says as silence fills the house before the boys start whooping and jumping around like loons. Their excitement is contagious and I feel my smile widen to match Colton’s. He steps forward and kneels down in front of Aiden. “Hey, buddy, what do you say we go show those bullies that they’re wrong and they can take a hike?” Aiden’s eyes widen, moisture pooling at the corners, as he nods excitedly. “Go get your backpacks then,” Colton instructs them as he stands back up.

      My eyes follow him, and it is in this moment—with his dark features haloed by the bright light of the sun, when he’s come to stand up for children that no one else cares to stand up for anymore—that I know I’ve fallen for Colton. That he has penetrated my heart’s protective exterior and made me love him. I lift my hand and press the heel of it against my breastbone, trying to rub at the sudden ache there. Trying to will his self-professed, ending-filled devastation and hurt away. Trying to tell myself that I cannot let this come to fruition.

      Colton looks questioningly at me. “Rylee?”

      I shake my head. “Sorry.” I shake my head again and smile at him as the three boys come barreling back down the hallway toward the front door.

      “I guess they’re ready.” He laughs as he ushers the boys out of the house.
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      Colton purposefully revs the engine of the Aston Martin as I direct him into the school parking lot. I’m sitting in the front and the three boys are squeezed tightly together in the backseat, grins on their faces and bodies bristling with excitement. I glance over at Colton and he has a half-smile on his lips as if he is remembering a grade-school memory of his own. I’m about to tell him he can take the shortcut to the drop-off section in front of the school but I bite my tongue. I realize that he is taking a long, slow cruise through the parking lot, gunning the sexy purr of the motor every chance he gets, so that he draws the attention of everyone around us.

      We finally make it to the drop-off line where Colton swerves around the long line of cars and carefully cruises down a narrow passage between the line and the sidewalk, despite the dirty looks shot at him. I know he’d love to floor the gas pedal and make a grand entrance, but he refrains. He pulls up right in front of the school’s entrance, angling the car so that the passenger door faces the large crowd of students out front. He revs the engine a couple more times, its sound purring in the peacefully quiet morning air, before sliding out of the driver’s seat.

      He unfolds his long limbs gracefully and stands a moment by the opened car door. I can see him raising his arms over his head, stretching with a loud groan, making sure that all available eyes are on us. I glance around and notice the moms near us staring openly. I laugh as I watch them try to fix their bed-ridden hair.

      Colton shuts the door and struts slowly around the front of the car toward my side. He opens the door for me and I exit, catching the amusement in his eyes and the gratified smirk on his lips. He squats down and flips the seat forward so the boys can exit one at a time.

      The looks on their faces are priceless as they take in the crowd. Out of the corner of my eye, I see Principal Baldwin approach from the far side and his stern face startles at seeing a car parked improperly in his strictly rule enforced parking zone. I can hear whispers of Colton’s name and my smile widens. Colton shuts the door and places himself with Aiden on one side and Ricky and Scooter on the other. He leans over and I hear him say to Aiden, “Do you see the bullies, buddy?” Aiden looks around the sea of faces, and I see him stiffen when he sees the boys. I follow his line of sight, as does Colton, to see the stunned expressions of Ashton and Grant. “Well, champ, it’s time to go prove a point.”

      We move as a unit toward the two boys, their eyes widening with each step. I’m curious what Colton plans on doing once we reach them. I glance over to see his face relaxed in a huge, approachable grin as we come to a stop in front of Ashton and Grant. In the periphery of my vision, I notice Principal Baldwin scurrying over to us to stop any confrontation before it starts.

      “Hey, guys!” Colton says enthusiastically, and I get the feeling he is going the kill-them-with-kindness route. Both boys just stand there gawking at Colton. He turns to Aiden. “Hey, Aid, are these the boys that didn’t believe your are my buddy?”

      I wish I had a camera to take a picture of the reverence on Aiden’s face as he looks up toward Colton. His eyes are alive with disbelief, and I can see the pride brimming in them. “Yeah …” Aiden’s voice comes out in a croak. The crowd around us has grown.

      “Oh, man,” Colton says to Aston and Grant, “you should’ve seen Aiden on Sunday. I let him bring six of his friends, including Ricky and Scooter here, with him to the track to test out the car...” he shakes his head “...and boy, were they the biggest help to me! We had so much fun!”

      I see Ricky and Scooter bristle with pride now as well, and I wonder if Colton has any idea what he is doing, not only to their self-esteem but also to their status here at school. “Too bad you guys aren’t friends of his,” Colton said, shaking his head, “or maybe you could’ve gone too!”

      The school bell buzzes. Principal Baldwin reaches us, slightly out of breath, and tries to disperse the crowd by ushering everyone to the doors. He looks down at the boys who are still staring at Colton before giving them a stern look and clearing his throat, making them snap out of it. Colton flashes his megawatt, no-holds-barred smile and winks at them. “Bye, boys! Make sure you say ‘hi’ to my man Aiden here when you see him in class!” They just nod their heads at Principal Baldwin, forcing themselves to take their eyes off of Colton, or they’ll walk into a wall.

      With their children safely inside, the mothers remain outside for no apparent reason—trying to look busy by retying their shoes or foraging in their oversize purses for something that they will never see because their eyes are locked on Colton.

      “Boys, you too,” Principal Baldwin tells my three.

      Colton looks over at me questioningly and I nod subtly, letting him know this is the dipshit I told him about who favors everyone who fights Aiden. Colton flashes the same megawatt smile at him and says, “One moment please, sir. I just need to say bye to my boys.” I didn’t think it was possible for the grins to get wider on the boys’ faces, but they do. Colton turns to talk to the boys and then turns back, in second thought, to address Principal Baldwin again. “Next time, sir, it’d be best to remember that Aiden is telling the truth. It’s the bullies that need to be sent home, not good kids like Aiden here. He may not be perfect, but just because he doesn’t come from a traditional home, doesn’t mean that he’s at fault.” He holds his gaze and then turns his back on the wide-eyed principal, effectively dismissing him. The flustered look on Principal Baldwin’s face is priceless.

      Colton kneels down, bringing Ricky, Aiden, and Scooter around in front of him. He raises his eyebrows and grins at them. “I don’t think they’ll be bugging you anymore, Aiden.” He reaches out and ruffles his hair. “In fact, I don’t think anyone will be bugging any of you any more. If so, you let me know, okay?”

      All three nod eagerly as Colton rises. “Time to get to class,” I tell them, gratitude evident in my voice. They usually grumble at these words, but today they all obey and seem actually eager to enter the building.

      Colton and I stand side by side as the boys walk through the door that Principal Baldwin is holding open for them. Nosy bystanders scurry by, pretending they are not watching. Aiden stops in the doorway and turns around, awe still on his face and says, “Thanks, Colton,” before disappearing inside the building.

      When we turn back to the car, I catch a look of accomplishment and pride on Colton’s face. I have a feeling mine looks the same way.
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      “Why did you agree to come here if you don’t like coffee?”

      Against my better judgment, I’ve agreed to go get some coffee with Colton after leaving the school. I’m still floored by Colton’s actions, and feel I at least owe him my time in return for what he’s just done. I can still see the look on Aiden’s face in my head. I don’t think I will ever forget it.

      “I may not like the coffee part, but Starbucks has some damn good food that is oh-so-bad for you.” I laugh as he shakes his head at me. Kind of like you, Colton.

      We place our order amid glances from the other patrons who recognize Colton. He’s sans baseball hat and not incognito. We shuffle over to a corner that luckily has an empty table with two deep, comfortable-looking chairs on either side of it. We sit down and Colton pulls our muffins out of the bag and sets mine before me.

      “You know that after what you did today, you’ve most likely reached idol status with the boys now.”

      He rolls his eyes at me and picks a piece of his muffin off and places it in his mouth. I watch it clear his lips and see his tongue dart out to lick a crumb. A flash of desire sears through me. I see the corner of his mouth twist up, and I force myself to look up to his eyes, which have noticed where my attention is focused. We stare at each other, unspoken words igniting the heat between us.

      The barista at the counter calls out, “Ace,” and Colton smirks at me before rising from the table to get the drinks. I watch him walk, his long, lean legs covered in denim with a forest green Henley shirt covering his broad shoulders and narrow waist, the long sleeves pushed halfway up his strong forearms. I watch the barista blush as she hands him our drinks and  continues to stare as he turns to prepare his coffee.

      I stare at him, confusion running through my head. We are so comfortable together. So drawn together. And yet we can’t give each other what the other needs. Maybe I’m being selfish, but I know I won’t be satisfied with just bits and pieces of him. Scraps he’ll throw my way when he deigns to. But that notion confuses me even more since I’ve yet to see him act that way with me thus far. He tells me one thing about how his arrangements operate, but then acts another way with me.

      Is he worth it? Colton sinks down into the chair across from me, a soft smile on his lips as he meets my eyes. Yes. He definitely is. But what do I want to do about that? He sighs after swallowing his first sip. “Now I can think clearly.” At least someone can, because it sure isn’t me.

      “It seems to me like you were doing okay before your coffee,” I kid as I swallow a bite of muffin. He smirks. “I have to tell you again, Colton, thank you so much for showing up and doing that. It was … you were … what you did for Aiden was above and beyond, and I really appreciate it.”

      “It wasn’t anything, Rylee.” He can see that I’m about to argue with him. “But you’re welcome.”

      I nod my head and smile shyly at him, glad he has accepted my gratitude. “The looks on those brats’ faces were priceless when you walked up!”

      He laughs out loud. “No, I think the principal’s face was even better,” he counters, shaking his head at the memory. “Maybe next time he’ll think twice before taking sides.”

      “Hopefully,” I murmur, taking a tentative sip of my hot chocolate and trying not to burn my tongue. You burned me. Colton’s words pick this moment to flash through my head. I push them to the back of my mind as I take a sip of my drink. The damn man clutters my mind, overwhelms my senses, and clouds my heart in one fell swoop.

      We sit in an easy silence, watching store patrons and sipping our drinks. I put my hot chocolate down and absently fold the corners of my napkin, deciding if I should say the next comment that pops in my head or let it go. Typical me has to get it out. “Colton?” His eyebrows quirk up at the gravity of my tone. “You’re so good with the boys, I mean way better than most people, and yet you tell me you’ll never have any. I don’t understand why.”

      “Having a child and being good with one are two completely different things.” The muscle in his jaw tics as his eyes watch something outside in the parking lot.

      “Colton, what you did today,” I tell him, reaching out to put my hand on top of his. My touch draws his eyes back to mine. “You showed a little boy that he was worth something. That he was worthy enough to stand up for.” Emotion fills my voice. My eyes try and tell him that I understand. That he did what should have been done for him as a child. Even though I don’t know his circumstances, I know enough in my line of work to see that no one stood up for him or made him feel like he mattered, until he met his Andy Westin.

      “Don’t you do that every day, Rylee? Stand up for them?”

      I mull over his words as I finish chewing my bite. “I suppose so, but not with your dramatic flair.” I smile. “I guess I’m more behind the scenes. Not nearly as public and self-confidence boosting as you are.”

      “What can I say?” He picks at the cardboard guard on his coffee cup. “I know what it’s like to be in Aiden’s shoes. To be the odd kid out who doesn’t fit in due to circumstances beyond your control. To be bullied and made fun of just because.” He squeezes my hand. “You get the picture.”

      Sympathy engulfs me as I think of a raven-haired little boy with haunted green eyes. Of the pain he experienced and the memories that will forever be etched in his mind. Of the things he missed out on like comforting lips expressing unconditional love, warm arms to cuddle him tight, and fingers to tickle him into fits of deep belly giggles.

      “Don’t look at me like that, Rylee,” he warns, pulling his hand away from mine and leaning back in his chair. “I don’t want your pity or sympathy.”

      “I’m just trying to understand you better, Colton.” My words the only apology that I’ll give him.

      “Delving into my dark and dirty past isn’t going to help you understand me any better. That shit...” he waves a hand through the air “...it’s not something I want to haunt you with.”

      “Colton—”

      “I told you before, Rylee...” his stern voice silencing me “...I’m not one of your kids. My shit can’t be fixed. I’ve been broken for way too long for that miracle to happen.” The look in his eyes—a mix of anger, shame, and exasperation—tells me that this conversation is now over.

      An uncomfortable silence hangs between us and I can’t help but wonder what happened to him as a child. What is he so afraid to confront? Why does he think that he’s so broken?

      His voice pulls me from my thoughts, turning the focus of our conversation from him to me. “What about you, Rylee? You treat these kids like they’re your own. What’s going to happen when one day you meet Mr. Right and have kids of your own? How are you going to balance that?”

      Even after two years, the pang that hits me still knocks me to my knees. I swallow purposely, trying to wash the acrid taste in my mouth. I pick at the corner of my napkin, watching my fingers rip tiny pieces off as I answer him. “I can’t … after the accident I was told that getting pregnant, that the chance of having a child is...” I shake my head sadly “...a very slim possibility. Like basically being on the pill for life. Most likely never going to happen.” Again. I lift my eyes to his, rocking my head subtly from side to side. “So it’s not something I put much thought into.”

      I hear him draw in a breath and can feel the pity roll off him. There is nothing worse than someone giving you that look. The pity look.

      “I’m sorry,” he whispers.

      “It is what it is.” I shrug, not wanting to dwell on what can never be. “I’ve come to terms with it for the most part,” I lie, and in true Colton Donavan fashion I change the subject to something other than me. “So, Ace...” I wriggle my eyebrows “...you looked kind of hot in your race suit!”

      He laughs, “Nice change of topic!”

      “I learned from you,” I reply, sucking a crumb off of my thumb. When I look up, Colton is watching me draw my finger from my mouth. Intensity and desire mingle in the depths of his eyes as he studies me. The sexual tension between us mounts. Our draw to each other is undeniable.

      “Hot, huh?” he says.

      I tilt my head and purse my lips as I study him back. “I wanted …” My voice is quiet, unsure, when I speak. The small smile playing at the corners of Colton’s lips gives me the surge of confidence I need to continue. Knowing that he desires me and wants more of whatever this is, emboldens me. It empowers me to finish my thought. “I wanted you to take me right there on the hood of your car.” I can feel my cheeks flush as I look up at him through my eyelashes.

      He takes in a sharp breath, his lips parting, eyes clouding with desire. “Why, Ms. Thomas...” he darts his tongue out to lick at his bottom lip “...we might just have to rectify that situation.”

      “Rectify?” Desire blooms in my belly at the thought.

      He leans in across the table, his face inches from mine. “It’s always been a fantasy of mine.”

      I think he’s going to lean in and kiss me. My chin trembles in anticipation, synapses misfiring as I try to tell my brain to be the voice of reason here. To pull me back from the brink of Colton insanity. And then the alarm on my cell phone goes off. It startles us both and we jump back. “Oh crap! I have a meeting I have to get to,” I tell him as I start gathering our trash and stuffing it inside my empty muffin bag.

      Colton reaches out and grabs my hand, stopping my flurry of movement. He waits until my eyes meet his to speak. “This conversation isn’t over, Rylee. You keep sending me so many damned mixed messages that—”

      “What?” I screech, dumbfounded, trying to pull my hand back from his, but his grip holds my hand still. “What are you talking about? You’re the one sending mixed messages. Whispering sweet nothings one minute and then pushing me away the next!” Are we experiencing the same thing here? How am I being confusing?

      “I swear to God,” he murmurs softly to himself, releasing my hand as he leans back in his chair shaking his head, amusement on his face. I can barely make out his next words when he speaks. “We haven’t really even started this yet, and you’re already topping me from the bottom.” I can sense his exasperation as he runs a hand through his hair.

      I look at him, unsure what exactly he means, but not really having the time to ask him to explain. I stand up and Colton grabs my hand again, pulling me up against him so I am forced to tilt my head up to see his face. He closes his eyes momentarily, as if he is resigning himself to something, before opening them again to lock onto mine. “I want you, Rylee. Any way I can have you.”

      His words create a vacuum of air, and I feel like I can’t breathe. We’re standing in a packed Starbucks with orders being called and people talking on cell phones and espresso machines steaming milk, but I hear none of it. It is just Colton and me and his deafening words.

      I swallow loudly, trying to process them. Unable to speak, time passes until I find my voice. “Any–any way you can have me?” I stutter breathlessly, eyes wide with optimism. “Does that mean that you’re willing to … to try more than an arrangement? Try to compromise with me?”

      I feel his body tense from my words and when I see the look in his eyes, I realize I misunderstand what he’s saying. My chest deflates and my hopes sputter when he speaks, unable to look me in the eyes. “That’s not what I meant, Rylee. All I know is how I operate. By my rules. They allow me that deep-seated desire for control that I so desperately need to be able to function. I have to have it on my terms.” I feel his body shift before bringing his eyes to mine. I glimpse an unexpected vulnerability in them. “Rylee, this is all I can give you. For now … Will you at least try my way? For me?”

      For now? Try for me? What the fuck is that supposed to mean? That there is the possibility of a future? I try to stop my mind from reading into that comment. Colton’s proximity and the words he just dropped like bombs on my rationality leave me stuttering as I try to respond coherently. “I thought you told me this wouldn’t work. That we have two different sets of needs. That you … I think your words were, that you’re going to break me apart?” My words may sound strong and decided, but I’m anything but that.

      He grimaces when I throw his words back at him and hangs his head, his voice soft. “Yeah, I know. I can’t prevent the inevitable. But I still want you to try.”

      Blinded by my feelings for him, I ignore his admission of inevitable hurt because my head is still wrapping itself around that word: try. He’s asked me to try. Am I willing to do that? For him? For a chance at us? To hope for the opportunity to show him that it’s okay to want more. That he deserves more. My train of thought derails when Tawny’s words flitter through my mind. You’ll think you can change him and his ways. And just when that happens, you’ll be over quicker than that last lap he just took. I shake my head, trying to rid her words from my head.

      “Don’t answer yet, Rylee.” Colton’s voice is a plea, mistaking the shake of my head as a denial to his request. “Have dinner with me first before you tell me no.” I step back from him, needing the distance despite knowing I’m already going to tell him yes. “I have to have at least one more night with you. I need to.” His eyes search mine for an answer. “I’ll pick you up at three o’clock tomorrow.”

      I stare at him. “I can drive, Colton,” I say, exasperated that once again he’s made the decision for me. If I’m willing to try for him, shouldn’t he try for me as well?

      “Nope.” He smiles, holding the door open for me as we leave. “I’m driving. That way you can’t run away.”
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      “We don’t have to fix each other. Come over. We don’t have to say forever. Come over.” I hum along with the Kenny Chesney song that is playing softly on the speakers of the Range Rover as we drive north along on the Pacific Coast Highway. I smile at the coincidence that Colton texted me this song earlier, and now it is playing on the radio as a member of his security staff, Sammy, drives me to wherever he is.

      I reach beside me at my bag, rifling through the change of clothes and miscellaneous toiletries I packed. I pull out my compact mirror to check my reflection. My hair is piled on the top of my head in a stylish yet effortless disarray of curls with several wisps hanging loosely around my face and onto my nape. I set down my compact and bring my hands back to check the tie on my neck where the straps of my blue maxi dress meet, leaving my back bare until just below my shoulder blades. I say a silent thank you to Haddie for her suggestion to wear the dress. Cute, casual, and just enough cleavage to keep him sneaking a peek she told me over our second glass of wine.

      As we drive north, the lush hills on my right give way to the ocean on our left. I place a hand over my stomach to try and settle the butterflies. I shouldn’t be nervous to see Colton, but I am. I feel that tonight is going to be a turning point for whatever “we” are. I lean my head back and look out the window at the endless sea and hope that I can handle the repercussions of whatever that turning point may be. I close my eyes momentarily and wonder how an intelligent woman like me can knowingly walk into foreseeable devastation.

      Taylor Swift’s Red is playing when we start driving through Malibu. I listen to the words, relating to them. “Loving him is like driving a new Maserati down a dead end street.” I shake my head, feeling like that dead end is going to come so much quicker than I want it to.

      Sammy turns left onto Broadbeach Road, and I am pulled from my thoughts. Expensive houses line my left, bordering the coveted Malibu shoreline. Houses range from modern to Cape Cod to old world, with perfectly manicured landscaping and gated walls.

      Within moments, we turn up to a driveway where large wooden gates are swinging open for us. We pull through the gates onto a cobblestone and grass driveway and come to a stop. Sammy escorts me from the car, and I look up at the two-story structure in front of me. It has an impenetrable-looking ledge stone façade, the top portion shaped like a stretched letter ‘U’ where an open-air deck sits between two sections of the house. There are no windows on the walls that face me, and I assume that the opposing walls are solely glass to showcase the Pacific. At ground level below the deck is a massive arched wooden door, and my eyes are drawn to it as it slowly opens.

      Colton stands in the doorway, stopping me in my tracks when a slow, lazy smile lifts one corner of his mouth. The sight of him is like a sucker punch to my abdomen. I struggle to breathe as I drink him in. He is all kinds of sexy, wearing a pair of worn blue jeans, a faded black T-shirt, and bare feet. I’m not sure why the sight of his bare feet peeking out from beneath his pant legs is so attractive to me, but it’s worth another glance. I regain my wits despite the humming of nerves and start moving toward him again as his eyes languorously appraise my body. I reach the doorway and stop in front of him, my smile matching his.

      “I told you I’d hurt you and yet here you are,” he murmurs captivated, astonishment flickering through his green eyes. Before I have a chance to process his words, he reaches out and takes my hand, pulling me against him. My hands land on his chest feeling every bit of muscle beneath the incredibly soft cotton of his shirt.

      “Hi,” he breathes, a shy smile on his lips and eyes steadfast on mine.

      “Hi,” is all I can manage before he leans in and brushes a slow, tantalizing kiss on my lips that speaks of the possibilities this evening holds. When he pulls away, every nerve in my body is humming.

      “Beautiful as always, Rylee,” he praises, taking my hand and ushering me in the door. “Welcome to my home.”

      The significance of his statement is not lost on me. This is his home. Not a place he brings his sometimes girl. I can’t help wondering if he has invited me here to prove a point. To demonstrate that he is trying.

      All thoughts leave my head as we enter the great room of the house. I am met with an unhindered view of a beautiful terrace and the ocean. Glass pocket doors have been slid aside, leaving the house open to the subtle breeze blowing in off of the water. My gasp is audible as I step past him without invitation and out onto the deck to admire the sight for several moments.

      “It’s beautiful. I—” I murmur, turning my head back to him. He is leaning against the back of a chocolate leather couch, his hands shoved casually in his pockets, and the look in his eyes as he connects with mine is so intense that I suddenly feel shy. I feel as if he can see everything deep within me: my hopes, my fears, and the fact that I’ve fallen in love with him. Uncomfortable that my every thought feels like it is on display, I try to break up the intense atmosphere. “Thank you for having me here, Colton.”

      He pushes off of the couch and saunters toward me, every part of my body aching for his touch. “I’m glad you’re here. Would you like a tour or a drink out on the patio?”

      “Patio,” I tell him immediately, wanting to soak up the sun and the beautiful view with him. I wander out onto the sprawling deck complete with an infinity edge pool, built-in barbeque island, and the most comfortable looking patio furniture I have ever seen.

      “Take a seat,” he tells me. “I’m going to get us a couple of drinks. Is wine okay?”

      “Sounds great.” I ignore his request to sit and walk to the edge of the railing to take in the unobstructed view of the beach that stretches to the left and right of us. My thoughts turn to what it would be like to wake up every day to this spectacular view. Beside Colton watching this spectacular view, to be exact.

      “I could sit here all day.” I’m startled by his voice behind me.

      “It’s very soothing.” He sidles up next to me and places a glass of wine on the railing beside me. “Thank you. I imagine it could be very distracting when you have other things to do.”

      Colton places a soft kiss on my bare shoulder and keeps his lips there as he murmurs, “Nothing could be more distracting than you standing here right now with the wind in your hair and your dress billowing around you, revealing those sexy legs of yours.”

      His words are like an electric pulse to my system, stoking my ever-present burn for him. Despite the warmth of him behind me, I have goose bumps on my arms. “Are you trying to sweet talk me, Ace, so that you can get laid tonight?”

      “If it’s working, then yes I am.”

      How will I ever be able to say no to him?

      “I told you,” I say, feigning disinterest, “I’m not really into race car drivers.”

      “Ah … yes.” He laughs, moving to the side of me, resting his hip on the rail but keeping a hand on my lower back. “I forgot, only baseball players do it for you.” He takes a long sip from his bottle of beer, watching me. “I’m sure you could be persuaded, though.”

      I raise an eyebrow and tilt my head, trying to hide my smile. “Might take an awful lot of persuading …”

      He moves quickly so my back is to the railing now and his arms box me in on either side. His warm, hard body presses up against mine and a mischievous grin plays at the curves of his mouth. “You know I can be awfully convincing, Rylee.”

      In a flash, his lips are on my mouth and his tongue is pushing through my parted lips to meld with mine, attacking my mouth with purpose. I wrap my arms through his, hooking them up so I can press my hands against his shoulders. He deepens the kiss, demanding more, taking more, and igniting little licks of desire deep in my belly. One of his hands palms my butt and presses me against him while the other leaves whisper-soft touches on my bare back. I moan softly from the multitude of sensations his touch alone creates.

      I hear a thumping sound and I screech suddenly, breaking away from our kiss as I feel something insistently trying to force itself between his hips and mine. I laugh loudly as I look down at the oversized ball of black, white, and tan fur. A beautiful and rather large dog wriggles against us, tail beating against the railing, wet nose pushing and prodding.

      I take the dog’s head in my hands. “Baxter!” Colton groans at him. “I apologize. He’s a little out of control.”

      I coo to the gentle giant, and when I begin scratching behind his ears, he plops his bottom down on the ground complacently, tail thumping, and groans in pleasure.

      “Holy shit! How’d you do that?”

      “What?” I ask him over my shoulder as I squat down, continuing to rub the dog.

      “He’s never that calm with anybody except for me.”

      “I’m a dog person.” I shrug casually, as if that explains everything, and move my hands to rub the dog’s chest so that his back leg kicks out in pleasure.

      “Obviously,” Colton says, bending over to kiss the dog on the head and scratch the fur on his neck. The sight makes me smile. “You’re supposed to help me get the girls, big guy, not come in between us when we’re kissing.”

      I laugh as Baxter groans on cue. “He’s beautiful, Colton.”

      “Yeah, he’s a keeper,” he tells me as he takes my hand and pulls me up. “I haven’t taken him for his walk yet today so he’s mad at me.”

      “Then let’s go take him,” I offer up, a walk on the beach sounds like a perfect idea. Colton cocks his head and furrows his brow at me. Did I say something wrong? “What?”

      “You just surprise me sometimes,” he says, shaking his head at me.

      “Good surprise or bad surprise?” I ask him over the rim of my glass of wine.

      “Good,” he says softly, reaching out and touching a loose curl on my neck. “You’re just so different than what I’m used to.”

      Oh! Yes. I forgot to bleach my hair blonde before I came over. I fidget nervously under his gaze.

      “Shall we?” he asks, nodding toward the steps that lead off the patio and on to the beach. I smile at him as he places a hand on the small of my back and ushers me down the stairway, pulling me quickly aside as Baxter bounds down the steps in excitement.

      Barefoot, we walk side by side along the path where the wet sand meets the dry sand. Colton throws a ball for Baxter while we chat.

      “You know, my sister was surprised to see you at the track the other day.”

      “Really? I couldn’t tell. She seemed so warm and inviting when I met her.”

      Colton smiles ruefully. “I apologize. She’s usually not like that.”

      “Hmm-hmm,” I murmur, my expression telling him I find it hard to believe. “It’s okay though because I thought she was another of the BBB.”

      “BBB?”

      “Your Bevy of Blonde Beauties club.”

      “Oh, come on.” He laughs. “I’m not that bad!”

      “C’mon, Ace, have you Googled yourself lately?” He goes quiet and for the first time I think I see embarrassment wash through his cheeks.

      “No, I don’t Google myself,” he says finally, “but it’s kind of hot knowing that you’re looking at me when you’re not with me.” I turn my head from him and look at the houses on our right, hiding my blush from him.

      We walk a bit further, each lost in our own thoughts until I stop to absently dig up a shell with my big toe that is lying partially in the sand. Colton breaks the silence. “I lied to you the other day.”

      My foot stops digging at his words, curious where he is going with this. I look over at him. “Go on,” I prompt.

      “Well you asked me if I ever fear crashing.” Oh. Okay. Nothing bad. “And I thought about it the other night when I was lying in bed. I mean we all fear crashing, but we try to push it out of our minds or it will affect our driving. I guess it’s a knee-jerk reaction to say that I don’t.”

      “Have you ever had a bad crash?” I envision him in a mangled car, and I don’t like the feelings it evokes.

      “Once or twice where it’s shaken me up,” he admits as he stops and stares out at Baxter biting at the tiny waves in the water. “So yeah, it scares the shit out of me. All it takes is that one time, but the minute I start driving like I have that fear … the minute I start letting up because of it … is the day that I need to quit.”

      “That makes sense,” I say, although I can’t fathom hurling myself around a track that fast. Can’t comprehend experiencing that horrible disoriented and dizzying tumbling feeling more than once in my lifetime.

      “Besides, I’ve feared much worse things in my life.” He shrugs, still looking out toward the shoreline. “At least on the track, it’s me that puts myself in danger … no one else. My whole team has got my back.”

      And you’re not used to that. Not used to depending on others or needing anything from any body.

      I hear a distant voice off to the right of us shout in a feeble voice. “Hi, dear!”

      Colton looks over and a huge grin fills his face as he sees a figure standing in the second story window of the clapboard house we are passing. “Hi, Bette!” he responds, waving to her as we pass by before grabbing my hand. “That’s Bette Steiner. Her husband was some software tycoon. He died last year so she calls me sometimes if she needs help with anything.” He stoops down to scratch a wiggling Baxter before picking up the ball and throwing it toward the water again.

      So the rebellious bad boy takes care of his elderly neighbors. Isn’t he full of unexpected surprises?

      We walk for a little while longer in comfortable silence, our fingers intertwined, hands swinging playfully. The houses are beautiful and the mixture of sun on my face, sand on my feet, and Colton beside me warms my heart. We follow a bend in the beach where the bluffs start to rise so that the houses are raised a bit rather than sitting right on the sand, and Colton pulls me toward a little alcove. A rather large rock with a flat top sits at the base of a small hill layered in various types of greenery that looks out at the ocean.

      “I’ll let you in on a little secret,” he tells me as he helps me up onto the rock, before hopping up so that he can sit beside me.

      “Oh?”

      “This spot, right here, is my little slice of heaven. My place to go and sit when I need a break from everything.”

      I lean my head on his shoulder, watching Baxter crash into the waves, pleased that he’s shared something with me. “Your happy place,” I murmur, looking up at him. God, he looks gorgeous with his wind-blown hair and yet still a little aloof with his eyes hidden behind his sunglasses. He smiles at me and places a soft kiss on my forehead.

      He is silent for a moment before speaking. “When I was little, I always had this image in my head, my happy place to use your term, where I’d go to when …”

      With his silence, I can feel his body tense up at some memory. I reach out and put a hand on his knee, drawing lazy lines with my fingernails. I know I shouldn’t, but “the fixer” in me prevails. “When what, Colton?” I can feel him shake his head back and forth. “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “Babe, it’s old news,” he says, shrugging his shoulders, effectively pushing me away before hopping abruptly off the rock. “I’m not the only kid who’s had a rough go of things.” Emotion clouds his voice as he walks a couple of feet away from me. I start to speak when he talks over me. “Don’t bother, Rylee.” He chuckles a self-deprecating laugh. “I’ve been picked apart and put back together by the best of them. A waste of my parents’ money if you ask me, seeing as none of them fixed or erased anything.” His next words are barely audible above the sound of the surf, and I’m not sure if he means for me to hear them anyway, but they bring a chill to my skin when he speaks. “I’m damaged goods.”

      I want to reach out to him. To tell him that a person who is damaged goods doesn’t help elderly women with chores and make neglected boys feel special by standing up for them. I want to tell him that he is worthy of love and a real relationship. To tell him that what happened as a child—whatever horrible, unimaginable thing it was— does not define who he is today or where he is going. But I say nothing. Instead, I trace the lines of his body with my eyes, wanting to reach out, but unsure how he’d take it.

      I am so focused on Colton, that I don’t see Baxter bound up in my periphery until he decides to shake his wet fur all over me. I screech out loud at the bite of the cold water hitting my skin. Colton whirls around to see what happened and lifts his head up to the sky laughing at me. A deep, sincere laughter that lights up his face and eases the tension in his shoulders.

      “Baxter!” I shout as Colton walks back to me, removing his sunglasses and hooking them onto his T-shirt’s neckline. I look up to him, a false pout on my lips. “I’m all wet now.”

      Colton presses his thighs between mine so he stands in front of me while I stay seated. The rock’s height brings us to almost eye level with each other. A slow, salacious grin spreads across his lips and he raises an eyebrow at me.

      “All wet, huh?” he asks as he places his hands on my hips and pulls me into him, his hips between the apex of my thighs. “I like it when you’re all wet, Ryles.”

      I swallow loudly, the clouded look in his eyes hinting at passion and desire and so much more. He leans forward, bringing his hands up to my shoulders, his thumbs rubbing back and forth at the hollow dip where my collarbones meet, before brushing a kiss on my lips. I bring my hands up to skim my fingernails up his chest and then around to the back of his neck and play in his hair before tugging his head forward, deepening the kiss. The low groan in the back of his throat excites me and ignites me, sending licks of white-hot pleasure to every nerve. Despite the barrage of sensation his lips evoke on mine, he keeps the kiss slow and soft. Soft sips, slow licks of tongue, slight changes in angle, and soft murmurs of sweet nothings that seep into my soul and wind around my heart. Colton backs away with a shaky sigh after placing a kiss on the tip of my nose.

      Oh my, the man sure knows how to kiss a woman senseless. If I was standing right now, I think I’d need someone to help me because he’s made my knees weak.

      He tilts my head up so that my eyes are forced to look at him. I feel shy under the intensity of his gaze. He just smiles softly at me and shakes his head as if he can’t believe something. Baxter nudges at him, jealous of the lack of attention, and Colton laughs, reaching his hand down to pet his head. “Okay, Bax, I don’t mean to neglect you!” He takes the ball out of Baxter’s mouth and turns around to chuck it down the beach.

      I hop down off the rock and watch Baxter take off, kicking up sand as he goes. “He’s fast!” I exclaim as I feel Colton’s hands slide around my waist, pulling me back into him.

      He wraps his arms around me, my back to his front, and he rests his chin on my shoulder. My body relaxes and yet perks up with awareness at the feel and warmth of his body pressed against mine. I close my eyes momentarily, drinking in the uncensored affection that Colton rarely displays.

      “Hmmm, you always smell so good.” He nuzzles my neck, and I can feel the vibration of his words against the sensitive skin beneath my ear where his lips press. “It’s scary how easily I can get lost in you.”

      I still at his words. As much as I want and need to hear these words, my mind chooses this time for insecurity and disbelief to rear its ugly head. Images flash through my head. Page upon page of Google images with Colton and his BBB. He is so smooth. So practiced. How many women has he uttered these words to?

      “What is it, Rylee?” What? How does he know? “I just felt your entire body tense up. What’s going on in that beautiful and intriguing head of yours?”

      I shake my head, feeling silly for my thoughts and yet afraid of the answers. When I try to pull away from him, his arms tighten around me. “It’s nothing, Colton.” I sigh.

      “Tell me.”

      I take a deep breath and steel myself to ask the two simple words swimming around in my head. “Why me?”

      “Why you what?” he asks, confusion in his voice as he releases his hold on me.

      Despite being let go, I take a step away and keep my back to Colton, lacking the courage to ask him to his face. “Why me, Colton? Why am I here?” I can hear him take a deep breath behind me. “Why not one of the score of women before me? There are so many others that are so much prettier, sexier, skinnier … why am I here and not one of them?”

      “For someone so sure of yourself, your question astonishes me.” His voice is closer than I had expected. We stand in silence and when I do not turn around to face him, he puts his hands on my arms and does it for me.

      “Look at me,” he commands, squeezing my biceps until I comply. He shakes his head at me, disbelief and, I think, a little bit of surprise etched in his features. “First of all, Rylee, you are an extremely beautiful, tremendously sensual woman. And that ass of yours,” he pauses, the guttural sound in the back of his throat is one of pure appreciation, “is something men fantasize about.” He snorts. “I could sit and admire you all day.”

      His eyes lock on mine and I can see the honesty in his eyes. A part of me wants to believe him. Wants to accept that I am enough for him. He moves his hands from my arms to the sides of my ribcage and then slowly runs them down to my hips and back up.

      “As for these, I have to admit, sweetheart, that I’ve dated mostly waifs in my years, but damn, Rylee, your curves are so incredibly sexy. They turn me on like you wouldn’t believe. I get hard just watching you walk in front of me.” He leans into me, his arousal pushing against me, and kisses me softly on my parted lips. He rests his forehead against mine, his fingers playing idly with the tie at my neck. “As to why they are no longer here?” he murmurs, the words fanning over my face before pulling back so that his green eyes burn into mine. “It’s simple. Our time was over.”

      I pull back from him, trying to wrap my head around that last part. “They just up and left?” I try to hide the desperation in my voice, as I suddenly need to know what I’m in for. “I mean, why was it over?”

      He looks at me momentarily before answering. “Some found others that could give them more, some caused too much drama for my liking, and some wanted the white picket fence and two point five kids,” he answers indifferently.

      “And–and I assume that you ended things with them then?” He nods cautiously, the cogs in his head turning as he tries to figure out why I want to know. “Did you love any of them?”

      “Jesus, Rylee!” he barks, running his hand through his hair, “What the fuck is this, fifty questions?” He walks a couple of feet away from me, exasperation emanating off him, but I’ve asked this much, I might as well find out what I really want to know.

      I sit down in the sand, aware that Baxter is a ways down the beach, and hug my knees to my chest, twisting my ring around and around on my finger. “No, I need to know what I’m getting myself into.” Colton’s eyes snap up to mine, an indiscernible look on his face. “What I’m already into.” I sigh more to myself than him, but I know he hears because I see the muscle in his jaw tic at the words. “You told me that you sabotage anything good. I need to know if you loved any of them.”

      He steps next to me and runs a hand through his hair. I have to crane my head up to meet his eyes. “I’m not capable of love, Rylee,” he deadpans, his voice a haunted whisper, before staring out to sea and shoving his hands in his pockets. “I learned a long time ago that the more you want someone, the more you covet them, and need and love them … it doesn’t matter. In the end they’re going to leave you anyway.” He picks up a shell and tosses it. “Besides, someone can tell you they love you, but words can lie and actions can fake something that’s not.”

      A shudder runs through me. What a sad, horrible way to go through life. To always want, but to never have, because you think it will be taken away without notice. To be so hurt that you think it’s the words and actions that hurt rather than the person behind them. My heart is wrenched for the poor little boy who lived a life without unconditional love. It aches for the man before me. A man so full of passion and life and possibility but denying himself the one piece that can help make him whole.

      Oblivious to my line of thinking and my overwhelming pity for the lonely boy within him, Colton continues. “Did I think I might have loved any of them? I’m not sure, Rylee. I know how they wanted me to feel. How they wanted me to demonstrate and reciprocate, but I told you, I’m just not capable of it.” He shrugs his shoulders as if this is just a simple fact of life. He turns and looks at me, a ghost of a smile on his lips. “What about you, Rylee?” he asks playfully. “Have you ever been in love?”

      I look at him for a beat and then back out to the waves, searching for the memories that are there but slowly fading. A wistful smile plays on my lips as they come back to me. “Yes. I have.”

      “Baxter, come!” Colton yells before holding his hand out to help pull me up from my seat in the sand. “Let’s head back,” he says as he keeps my hand in his, and it’s not lost on me that he has not responded. We walk in silence for a while, and I can sense he wants to ask more but is unsure how.

      He sighs. “I have no right to even feel this way,” he says, running his hand through his hair, “seeing as how my past is so …” He drifts off without finishing when he meets my eyes. “Why does it bug me? Why does the thought of you with someone else drive me absolutely crazy?”

      A part of me likes the fact that it bugs him. “You surely can’t think that I’ve been waiting around my whole life to be your plaything, Ace.” I laugh, shrugging away the unease I feel about the next question I know he is going to ask. I rarely talk about what happened. I never speak of the after effects. Of the indescribable loss that can never be forgotten. Of the horrid, callous words his family said to me. Their accusations that still haunt me to this day.

      Despite the passage of time, I still feel that sharp pang of grief when talking about it. Time has dulled it some in the two years since the accident, but the images burned into my mind will never fade. The guilt still weighs so heavily on me at times that I can’t breathe or function. In the past it has prevented me from living again. Taking risks and putting myself out there. From taking a chance like the one I am taking with Colton. I try to hide the shiver that runs through me at the memories and prepare myself for how much I to want to reveal.

      Colton looks at me, a ghost of a smile on his sculpted lips. “Spill it, sweetheart. What happened?”

      I take a deep breath. “There’s not much to tell,” I begin, staring at the sand in front of us as we walked casually. “We were high school sweethearts, followed each other to college, got engaged, were planning our wedding ...” I feel him stiffen beside me at my last words, his fingers tensing in mine. “And he died a little over two years ago. End of story.” I glance over to find him looking at me. I’m glad the tears that usually fill my eyes don’t come. How embarrassing to be in love with one man and crying about another.

      He stops, tugging on my hand until I falter. Sympathy fills his eyes as they search mine. “I’m sorry,” he says gently, pulling me into his chest and wrapping his arms around me. I bury my face in his neck, finding comfort in the steady beat of his pulse beneath my lips. I wrap my arms around him, inhaling his delicious scent—so new yet so comforting. He brushes a soft kiss to my temple, and his tenderness is so unexpected that tears burn in the back of my throat.

      “Thank you,” I whisper, leaning back to look at him and smiling softly.

      “You want to tell me about it?” he prompts as he runs a hand down my arm and grabs my hand, bringing it up to his mouth and placing a kiss on it.

      Do I want to talk about it? Not really, but he deserves to know. Most of it anyway. He pulls me to his side and puts an arm around me as we start to walk again. “There’s not much to tell, really. Max and I had pre-calc together. He was a senior and I was a junior. Typical high school romance. Football games, prom, each other’s firsts.” I shrug. “I followed him to UCLA, stayed with him throughout, and then we got engaged my last year of college.” I watch Baxter bite at the waves again, and it offers a welcome diversion from what I’m going to say next.

      “One weekend, Max decided to surprise me with a road trip. He said it was just what the doctor ordered before …” I falter, wondering how I should continue. Colton squeezes my hand in encouragement. “Before life got more hectic; new jobs, marriage … everything. We had no set destination, so we just drove. No one knew that we were going anywhere, so there was no one to expect us back home. We headed north and ended up by Mammoth, passing the town, but veering off a two-lane road not too far from June Lake. Thankfully it had been a dry winter, so there wasn’t much snow on the ground. Just a few patches here and there. It was early afternoon and I was starving, so we decided to explore and find the perfect spot for a picnic. Stupid us.” I shake my head. “We had cell phones with us, but without any service, we turned them off to not waste the batteries.” I stop now, needing a minute to remember those last carefree moments before life changed forever. I release Colton’s hand and wrap my arms around myself to stifle the shivers that race through me.

      Colton senses my anguish and wraps his arms around me, his body ghosting mine. “You guys were young, Rylee. You did nothing wrong. Don’t put whatever happened on yourself,” he says as if he already knows that the guilt eats at me like a disease on a daily basis.

      I take in his words, grateful that he’s said them but still not believing them. “We came around a corner on this winding road we were driving on. There was an elk in the road and Max swerved the car to avoid him.” I can hear Colton suck in an audible breath, knowing where this is going. “We veered into the oncoming lane and the tires grabbed the edge of the road because Max had overcorrected too much. I don’t know. It all happened so fast.” I shudder again and Colton holds me, his arms squeezing tighter around me as if their strength can ward off the inevitable. “I remember seeing the first trees as we went over the edge and started down the ravine. I remember Max swearing and it struck me as odd because he rarely swore.” My stomach lodges in my throat as I remember the weightless feeling as the car lifted from the ground and the centrifugal force that tossed me around like a rag doll as the car tumbled down. I reach up and wipe the single tear that has slid out of the corner of my eye. I shake my head. “I’m sure you don’t want to hear all of this, Colton. I don’t want to put a damper on our evening.”

      I can feel him shake his head as it’s resting on my shoulder. His arms are wrapped across the top part of my chest, from shoulder to shoulder, and I bring my hands up to hook onto them. “No, please continue, Rylee. I appreciate you sharing with me. Letting me get to know and understand you better.”

      Maybe if I open up to him, he’ll feel comfortable enough to explain his past to me as well. I think about this for a couple of seconds and realize that as much as I can hope this might happen, the reality is that I feel relieved to be talking about it for the first time in a long time.

      I draw in a shaky breath before I continue. “The next thing I remember is coming to. It was getting dark. The sun was already past the crest of the mountain so we were in the shadows of the deep ravine we were in. The smells—oh, my God—they were something I will never forget and will always associate with that day. The mixture of fuel and blood and destruction. We were at the bottom of a ravine. The car was sitting on an angle and I was on the high side while Max was on the low. The car was mangled. We had rolled so many times that the car had crushed into itself, making the interior almost half the size it should have been.

      “I could hear Max. The sounds he made trying to breathe—trying to stay alive—were horrifying.” I shudder at those sounds that I can still hear in my dreams. “But the best part about those sounds were that he was still alive. And at some point in those first moments of waking up, he reached over and held my hand, trying to take away my fear from regaining consciousness in the hell we were embroiled in.”

      “Do you need a minute?” he asks sweetly before pressing a kiss to my bare shoulder.

      I shake my head. “No, I’d rather just finish.”

      “Okay. Take your time,” he murmurs as we start to walk again.

      “I panicked. I had to get help. It was only when I went to release my seatbelt that I felt the pain. My right arm wouldn’t work. It was visibly broken in several places. I let go of Max’s hand with my left hand and tried to undo the belt, but it was jammed—some freak thing the manufacturer studied after the fact. It was the result of metal jamming in the mechanism from the crash. I remember looking down and feeling like it was a dream, when I realized I was covered in blood. My head and arm and midsection and pelvis were screaming with pain so intense I think I would rather die than ever feel that again. It hurt to breathe. To move my head. I can recall Max mumbling my name, and I reached over groping for his hand. I told him that I was going to get us help and that he needed to hold on. That I loved him. I grabbed a shard of glass. Tried to use it to cut through my seatbelt but only ended up slicing my hand some and stabbing myself in the abdomen. It was brutal. I kept blacking out from the pain. Each time I would come to, the blinding panic would hit me again.”

      We reach the steps up to his house, and I watch Baxter bound up with endless energy. Colton sits on the bottom step and pulls me down to sit beside him. I use my toes to make mindless imprints in the sand. “The night was freezing and dark and terrifying. By the time the sun started to lighten the sky, Max’s breaths were shallow and thready. He didn’t have much time. All I could do was hold his hand, pray for him, talk to him, and tell him it was okay to go. Tell him that I loved him. He died several hours later.”

      I run the back of my hand over my cheek to wipe away the tears that have fallen and try to erase the memory in my mind of the last time I saw Max. “I was beside myself. I was losing my strength from all my blood loss, and I knew I was getting weaker and worse off by the hour. That was when the panic set in. I was trapped, and the longer I stayed in the car, the more I felt like it was closing in on me.

      “When night fell near the end of the second day, the claustrophobia was smothering me, and I completely lost it. I couldn’t deal anymore with the pain and the feeling of defeat so I thrashed around in fear, in anger, and in defiance that I didn’t want to die yet. All of my movement somehow dislodged my cell phone that had gotten stuck up under the dash amidst the tumbling down the hill. It fell to the floor beneath me.”

      I take a deep breath remembering how it took every ounce of determination and strength that I’d had left to get that phone. My lifeline. “It took what felt like hours to reach it and when I turned it on there wasn’t any service. I was devastated. I started yelling at everything and nothing until something clicked in the back of my mind about a story I had heard on the news. About how they’d found some missing hiker by following the pings on their cell phone despite a lack of service.

      “I knew that when I didn’t show up for work in the morning, someone would call Haddie and that would get the wheels in motion. She’s a worrier and knew I was preparing for a big meeting I had that morning that I would’ve never missed. I figured that maybe they’d be able to track my cell phone to our location. It was a long shot, but it was the only hope I had.” I touch the ring on my finger with my thumb. “I clung to it and willed every thought I had that it would work.”

      “I don’t even know what to say,” Colton says before clearing his throat. I’m sure that he never expected this to be my story. Nonetheless, I am impressed by his compassion.

      “There’s nothing you can say.” I shrug, reaching over to place a hand gently on his cheek. A silent thank you for letting me talk and for listening without interjecting. Without telling me what I should have done as most people do. “It almost took another day and a half for them to find me. I was hallucinating by then. Freezing cold and trying to escape the confines of the car in my own head. I thought the rescuer was an angel. He looked in the window and the sun was behind him, lighting him up like he had a halo. Later he told me I screamed at him.” I laugh softly at the memory. “Called him an SOB and that he couldn’t have me yet. That I wasn’t ready to die.”

      Colton pulls me onto his lap so that my body is cradled between his knees and softly kisses the tracks left by my tears. “Why does it not surprise me that you’d tell off an angel?” He laughs, his lips pressed to my temple. “You’re very good at telling people off,” he teases.

      I lean into him, accepting and being grateful for his comfort. I close my eyes and let the heat of the sun’s rays and the warmth of Colton against me melt away the chill deep in my soul. “I told you, Ace. Baggage.”

      “No,” he says, his chin resting on the top of my head, “that’s just a fucked up situation in circumstances way out of your control.”

      I wish everybody saw it that way. I shrug the errant thought away. “Too many sad thoughts for such a beautiful evening.” I sigh, leaning back and looking at Colton.

      He smiles wistfully at me. “Thank you for telling me. I’m sure it’s not the easiest thing to talk about.”

      “What do you want to do now?”

      Colton grins wickedly at me and grabs my waist, lifting me off of him as he stands up. He doesn’t release me and continues to lift me up, ignoring my growing shrieks as I realize his intentions, and places me over his shoulder.

      “I’m too heavy! Put me down!” I squeal as he starts to trot up the stairs. I smack him on the butt, but he continues.

      “Quit wiggling.” He laughs as he reciprocates the spank. By the time we reach the top, my sides hurt from laughing so hard and Baxter is barking loudly at us. Colton continues to carry me despite reaching the patio, and I swat at him again.

      “Put me down!”

      “It’s taking everything I have to not toss you in the pool right now,” he warns.

      “No!” I screech, kicking wildly as he swings me so that I can see how close we are to the edge.

      He hovers there momentarily as I cry out, but then steps away and I sag in relief. He stops and pulls my legs down, and my body slowly slides down the length of him. When our faces are even, he tightens his arms around me so I am standing on air, acutely aware of my chest pressed against his. “Now, there’s that smile I like,” he murmurs, his breath brushing over my face.

      “Very funny, Ace!” I chastise. “You—” My next words are smothered as he captures his mouth with mine. Soft, tender, and seeking, I yield to him. Needing the virile man against me to make me forget my story earlier and to remind me why it’s okay to move on. We sink into the kiss as he lets me slowly slide the rest of the way down his body, my hands holding his face. The calluses of his hands rasp across the bare skin of my back as he slides them down to hold my hips.

      I mewl in protest as he pulls back from me. Emotions flicker through his eyes that are impossible to read. “You hungry?” he asks.

      Yes, for you. I bite my bottom lip between my teeth and nod to keep the words from slipping out. “Sure,” I say, stepping back from him to turn and find a table set up to the left of us, complete with food. “What? How?”

      Colton smiles. “I have my ways.” He laughs as he leads me over and pulls a chair out for me. “Thank you, Grace,” he says toward the open doors into the house, and I hear a faint reply from inside.

      “Your secret weapon?”

      “Always!” He pours us wine. “Grace is the best. She takes care of me.”

      Lucky woman. “It smells delicious,” I say, taking a sip of my wine as Colton dishes out what appears to be chicken with artichokes and angel hair pasta.

      “It’s one of my favorites,” he muses, taking a bite. He watches me as I taste it, and I can see him visibly relax when I hum with approval.

      Dinner is light and relaxed. The food is excellent, and I despise Colton telling me that Grace does not divulge her recipes. I tell him I’ll talk her out of it somehow, someway.

      We talk about our jobs, and Colton asks how Zander is doing. I tell him that he hasn’t spoken any more words yet, but that he seems to be responding more. I tell him that hero status has been definitely bestowed on him by the boys, and that they can’t stop reliving how he pulled up to the school. I explain what needs to be done next to get permits for some of the new facilities when Corporate Cares gets the green light.

      He tells me that he’s been busy with the media side of the upcoming season along with everyday operations at CD Enterprises. In the past week, he’s filmed a commercial for Merit Rum, did a photo shoot for a new marketing campaign, and attended an IRL function.

      We sink into a relaxed rhythm, mutually sharing with each other, and it feels normal in what is otherwise a surreal setting for me. When we finish dinner, he offers a quick tour of the rest of the house, which I have secretly been wishing for. Colton tops off our glasses and grabs my hand. He shows me a state-of-the-art kitchen with warm-hued granite accompanied by top-of-the-line stainless steel appliances.

      “Do you cook, Ace?” I ask, running my fingers over the enormous island as my thoughts flash back to a different kitchen island. When he doesn’t answer, I look up to meet his eyes and I flush, knowing that he is remembering the same thing.

      He shakes his head and smirks. “I can throw a little something together when I need to.”

      “Good to know,” I murmur as he leads me to the next room, a sunken family room that the kitchen overlooks. Deep, chocolate leather couches that look like you could sink into oblivion in are shaped in a semicircle facing a media unit. He takes me into an office oozing of masculinity in rich leather and dark wood. A broad desk takes up a large portion of the space, the walls are lined with bookshelves, and a lone acoustic guitar propped up against the far wall.

      “You play?” I ask, nodding my head toward the guitar.

      “For myself.” His answer mixed with the unexpected softness in his voice has me turning to look at him. He shrugs. “It’s what I do to help me think … to work though stuff in my head.” As he talks, I step back further into the office and run my fingers across bookshelves, looking at the scattered pictures of his family. “I don’t play for others.”

      I nod my head, understanding the need to have something to help when your head is troubled. I continue perusing the bookshelves and one photo causes me to do a double take. A younger Colton looks exhausted, yet jubilant, in his race suit standing in front of his car, arms raised in victory, smile wide with accomplishment, and confetti raining down. The only thing detracting from the picture is a woman wrapped around his torso. She stares up at him, love, adoration, and reverence plastered on her face. I’d know her anywhere.

      “What’s this picture of?” I ask casually as I turn to where he’s relaxed against the doorjamb, watching me.

      “What’s that?” he asks, tilting his head and walking toward me. I lean back and point toward the photograph.

      A smile graces his lips and his eyes light up. “That was my first win in the Indy Lights circuit.” He shakes his head in remembrance. “God, that was a year.”

      “Tell me about it.” He arches an eyebrow at me as if wondering whether I really want to hear about it. “I want to know,” I prompt.

      “It was my second year and I thought I was going to lose my ride if I didn’t pull a win. I had come close so many times and something always prevented it.” He reaches out and takes the picture off of the shelf. “Looking back, I know now that I made a lot of rookie mistakes. But back then I was just frustrated and scared I was going to lose the one thing I really loved—too much ego, too little listening. Some things never change, huh?” He glances up and I smile at him. “Anyway, everything seemed to be going bad this race. We couldn’t get the car adjusted right because the weather was erratic. But with five laps left I made a run at the lead. I passed the leader in a stupid risk that I never should have taken, but it paid off and we won.”

      “First of many victories, right?” I ask as I take the picture from his hand and study it again.

      “Right.” He smirks. “And hopefully more this season.”

      “Who’s this?” I ask, pointing to Tawny, getting to my real question.

      “You didn’t meet Tawny at the track the other day?”

      “Oh.” I play stupid. “Is that who you were speaking with before you tested?”

      “Yeah. I apologize. I thought you’d been introduced.”

      “Uh-uh.” I place the frame back on the shelf and follow him as he steps out of the office. “Did she work for you way back then?”

      “No.” He chuckles, showing me into a den filled with racing memorabilia, a huge flat screen television, and a pool table. “She’s a family friend and we kinda grew up together. We, uh, actually dated a while in college, and it was a long-running joke between our families that we would end up married someday.”

      Whoa! Did I just hear that right? Only a guy would think nothing of making that comment to the woman he is currently doing whatever we are doing together with. Their families think they’ll end up married some day? Fuck! I swallow loudly as he takes me into a guest suite. “Why’d you guys break up?”

      “Good question.” He sighs, giving me an odd look, and I wonder if I am being too pushy. “I don’t know. She was just too familiar. I thought of her like a little sister. It just didn’t work for me.” He shrugs. “When that picture was taken we were still dating. In the end, we remained good friends. She’s one of the few people I can really trust and depend on. When she graduated from college with a degree in marketing and I started CDE, she helped me out. She was good at what she did, so when the company became a reality, I hired her.”

      Well, he might want a platonic relationship but she sure wants more than that. I turn from looking out at the ocean and look at him. He holds his hand out to me, “C’mon, let me show you upstairs.”

      We ascend the wider-than-normal freestanding staircase, and I find myself impressed with the lived-in feeling of his stone fortress. I tell him I assumed it was going to be cold and uninviting but it’s the exact opposite. He tells me he opted for the stone exterior to limit the maintenance required from being exposed to the harsh beach conditions.

      When we reach the top of the stairs, we come to an open room that is the patio I saw from the front of the house. “I think I found heaven,” I murmur as I take in the indoor/outdoor space. Lights wrap around an overhead trellis covered in a growing vine, twinkling in the darkening sky. Four chaise lounges I could get lost in are arranged around the space.

      Colton laughs at me as he tugs my arm. “We can enjoy that space later,” he says, wiggling his eyebrows.

      “Man with a one-track mind,” I tease, but my words soon falter when he brings me into his bedroom. “Wow.” I breathe.

      “Now this is my favorite place in the house,” he says, and I can see why. An oversized bed is facing the ocean. The room is covered in soft browns and blues and greens. A love seat sits on an angled wall and a coffee table is in front of it, where magazines and books are thrown. A large dog bed sits in another corner beneath a fireplace with chewed toys and a rumpled, blue blanket. The focal point of the bedroom is a wall of windows, and I can feel the breeze blowing in off the ocean.

      I watch the distant lights of boats making their way home. I can see the silhouettes of surfers waiting to catch one last set before paddling in. “Your place really is magnificent.”

      Colton takes me by surprise when I feel his arms slide around my waist and pull me into him, his front to my back, and nuzzles his nose into my neck. “Thank you,” he murmurs as he lays a trail of feather-light kisses down to my shoulder and back up.

      My body shudders and a soft sigh escapes from my lips. His hand splays over my stomach and presses me against him, my curves mold to his firm lines. His mouth is at my ear again, kissing that sensitive spot just underneath.

      “Can I tell you how much I enjoy having you here?” he whispers, licks of his breath tickling my ear.

      I sigh into him, leaning my head back to rest on his shoulder. “Thank you for tonight, Colton.”

      He chuckles. “I sure hope you’re not implying it’s over yet, because I’m just getting started.” His hands run up and down the side of my torso, fingertips skimming the edges of my breasts. Tiny hints at what’s to come. I arch against him, my body humming with desire, my heart reveling in his tenderness.

      I tilt my head up and he captures my mouth with his. His tongue delves past my lips and licks at mine. Teasing. Entwining. Tasting. Worshipping. I turn into him, needing more to feed my insatiable craving. He backs me up against the wall of glass. His forearms press against it, framing my head while his body pushes into mine.

      A strangled sigh escapes him as I nip at his lower lip and run a tongue down the line of his unshaven jaw. I reach his ear and tug on his ear lobe with my teeth.

      “No.” I breathe into his ear. “The night is most definitely not over, Ace.” I make my way down the line of his throat and back up to lay a kiss at the pulse in his throat. “It’s just beginning.”

      “Rylee,” he moans, a sound of pure appreciation.

      I feel empowered by his unbidden reaction. I want to show him how he makes me feel. Tell him with actions since I am unable to with words. I dip my tongue in the indent of his collarbone, his coarse hair tickling my lips, his scent enveloping me, and then trail a row of soft kisses back up to his other ear. “I want to taste you, Colton.”

      I hear him suck in a breath, and suddenly his hands are on the sides of my cheeks, cupping them. He pulls my face back from his, his thumbs rubbing over my swollen lips. His eyes search mine, for what I don’t know, but the depth of emotion that I see is all I need. We stare at each other for what feels like an eternity, trapped in our hazy state of desire.

      Our silent interlude lasts until he groans, “God, yes, Rylee,” before crushing his mouth to mine.

      His kiss is a bombardment of what I see in his eyes: greed, passion, blazing need, and an unexpected urgency. I have no chance to offer anything for Colton just takes, and I submit willingly to his unspoken commands. I hand myself over to him, mind, body, heart, and soul.

      I ease back from the kiss, a salacious look in my eyes that stops Colton from pulling me back to him. Our chests heave with anticipation. I bite my lower lip as my mouth spreads into a wicked grin. My thoughts turn to how I want to run my tongue down his body and feel him shudder in response to my touch.

      I reach out, surprised by my reaction. Max’s passive, shy girl who thought having sex with the lights on was adventurous is no more. Colton makes me need things I never knew I wanted. He makes me feel sexy. Desirable. Wanted.

      I bunch the hem of Colton’s shirt up until my hands graze his abdomen. I run a fingernail across his stomach just above the waistline of his jeans, and I smirk as his lips part and eyes darken with need from just my touch.

      I start to pull his shirt up and off of him. “Let me,” he rasps as he reaches up and grabs the back of the neck of his shirt and pulls it off in one fell swoop, as only a man who has no worries of messing up hair or make-up can.

      “Just how I like you,” I murmur, taking in his sculpted shoulders and lean torso all the way down to the trail of hair in the middle of the sexy V of muscle that disappears beneath his waistband.

      “My body is yours to take advantage of.” He breathes with a sexy smirk, hinting at the dirty things he wants me to do to him. He holds his hands out to his sides, offering himself up to me.

      I reach out and cup his neck, bringing his face to mine. I press my lips to his and dart my tongue in his mouth, pulling back every time he tries to control the kiss. “I. Want. You,” I whisper.

      I skim my fingers down the plains of his torso, nails scratching softly so his body twitches in reaction. My mouth follows the same path but at a much more leisurely pace. Colton lets his head fall back and groans when I stop to lick the flat disks of his nipples. His hands trail down my arms, up and over my shoulders, and fiddle with the ties at the back of my neck.

      “Uh, uh, uh,” I chastise. I look up at him from beneath my eyelashes as I lace openmouthed kisses down the skin-gloved muscles of his abdomen. “My turn, Colton.”

      I step back from him, never breaking eye contact, raise my hands to the back of my neck, and slowly untie my dress. “It’s a little hot in here, don’t you think, Ace?” I toy with him as I take in a fortifying breath and let the material slowly slide down the curves of my body. I see the fire leap into Colton’s eyes as he takes in what’s underneath. I’ve worn my Agent Provocateur strapless bra and panty set in a rich, dark purple lace that hides little but highlights my figure perfectly.

      “Sweet Jesus, woman! The sight of you is enough to drive a sane man crazy,” he drawls as his eyes drag their way back up and down my body.

      He rubs his thumb over his other fingers as if they are itching to touch me. I step toward him again, my body hyperaware of everything around us and between us. I reach out and lay my palms on his chest, his body quivering in anticipation.

      I pull them down and undo the top two buttons of his jeans, relieving some of the tension. My hands slide around the inside of his jeans and boxer briefs and grasp the solid muscles of his very fine ass. I skim my fingers back up and over his lower back while I trace my tongue down the trickle of hair below his belly button. I look up at him as I sink to my knees and very slowly undo the last three buttons of his jeans.

      He stares at me beneath eyelids heavy with desire, his lips parted, and need palpable. I lower his jeans and boxer briefs, his iron length springing free. I run my fingers down the dark smattering of hair and grip the base of his shaft. I lean forward and Colton sucks in an audible breath as I circle my tongue lightly around the bell-shaped tip and then flutter it slowly down to the root and back up. My hand moves slowly up and down the veined length while my other hand comes up to cup his balls beneath, gently grazing them with my fingernails.

      I look up at Colton and I’m swallowed up by the look in his eyes as he watches me. His jaw flexes in expectancy as my fingers tease him, and when I take him very slowly into my mouth, he winces in pleasure before throwing his head back and hissing “Fuccckkk, Ryleeee!”

      I tease him gently at first, only taking the tip of him into the warmth of my mouth, rubbing my tongue with pressure on the sensitive underside just beneath the rim of his crest. I twist my hand around his shaft, stimulating him with friction and wet heat.

      When I’ve tormented him enough and can feel the tension in his thighs from anticipation, I sheath my teeth with my lips and take him all the way in until I can feel him hit the back of my throat. The guttural groan that comes from Colton’s lips fills the room as the musky taste of his arousal and evidence of his desire for me churns an exquisite ache that invades the depths of my very core.

      I bob my head down his length again, my throat convulsing when I reach maximum depth, and slowly press my tongue on the underside as I pull it back out. I feel Colton’s fingers tangle into my hair as the blissful need for release starts building within him. The harsh exhale of words and beseeching calls of my name urge me to move faster. Quicker. I take him deeper and stroke him harder. He suddenly swells and I can taste him.

      “Rylee,” he grates out between clenched teeth, “I’m gonna come, baby. I want to be buried in you when I do.”

      With his length still hard in my mouth, I look up at him to see his face pulled tight with pleasure. A man on the razor thin edge of losing control. He convulses as I hollow my cheeks and pull tightly on him one last time.

      My mind doesn’t have enough time to register Colton hauling me to my feet and crushing his mouth to mine with near violent desire. Spirals of sensation whirl through me as he urges my back up against the windowed wall. The anticipation of what’s to come causes the ache in my groin to intensify.

      Raw need ricochets through my body and straight to my core when his calloused fingers find their way beneath my dampened panties. He parts me gently and finds my clit waiting and throbbing for his attention. I grow dizzy wanting more as his fingers work their magic, stimulating my nerve endings. His mouth plunders mine, filling me with his addictive taste.

      “I want you in me, Colton,” I pant out when I break from our kiss. He lifts me and pulls my legs around his hips. The delicate strap of fabric holding the two triangles of my lace panties together snaps as Colton rips them from me.

      I’m no longer in control. The notion sends an unexpected thrill through me but the thought is short lived as Colton spans his hands across my sides and lifts me up, pressing me against the wall for leverage. He lowers me down while his hips thrust up, burying into me. I cry out, overcome by the feeling of fullness as he stills so I can adjust to him.

      “Christ, Rylee,” he gasps brokenly, his face buried in my throat. The gentle draw of his mouth on my skin causes me to dig my fingers into his solid shoulders and slowly flex my hips into him. “Oh, sweetheart,” he pants as he rocks his hips out and then strokes back into my quivering softness.

      His body slides against mine, his hands trapped between the glass and my hips, pressing me into him and pushing himself as deeply as possible. I draw a shuttered breath through parted lips as my body softens and heats up. “Colton,” I mewl as I’m pushed toward the precipice. Filling me until I can hold no more. Connecting us in every way possible. Blood pounds in my ears and sensation rockets through my body as we find each other’s rhythm.

      “Hold on, Ry. Not yet!” he commands as he quickens his tempo and brings me closer to the brink. Our lungs pant in short, sharp breaths, hands grip sweat-slickened flesh, and mouths claim any part of the other we can taste.

      I can feel my body quickening at the same time Colton stiffens inside me. “Colton,” I warn, my body tensing around him.

      “Yes, baby, yes,” he shouts at the same time I’m unable to deny myself another single second. My thighs turn to steel as I crash over the edge, lost in the explosion. The intense contraction grabs hold of Colton and drags him over with me. A litany of pleasure-induced words falls from his lips, his face buried in the curve of my shoulder as his body shudders with his release. We stay like this, connected as one and locked around each other momentarily, until we slowly slide down the wall to the floor. We sit entwined, my face is nuzzled against his throat, and his arms encircle me.

      And in this moment, I am completely and utterly his. Swallowed by him. Lost to him and the moment so much so that I am frightened by the power of my feelings.

      We sit like this, tangled around each other in a spellbound state without speaking. The lazy tracing of fingers on cooling skin and the reverberation of our hearts against each other is the only communication we need. Our labored breaths finally even out as the sky falls dark, leaving us bathed in moonlight.

      I’m afraid to speak. Afraid to ruin the moment.

      “You okay, Ace?” I ask finally, my foot slowly falling asleep and needing to move. Colton grunts, and I laugh at him, pleased that I reduced him to incoherence. I try to pull away from him and lean my back against the glass behind me, but he shifts with me so his face is now in the crook of my neck. He moans a sigh of satisfied contentment that spears straight into my heart.

      My eye catches my torn underwear on the floor and I snicker. “What is it with you and tearing my panties off, huh? I would have gladly stepped out of them for you.” I scratch my nails languorously over his back.

      “Takes too long.” He snorts, his unshaven jaw tickling my skin.

      “Those were one of my favorite pairs. Now I don’t have any to match this bra,” I pout.

      Colton pulls away from me, a smirk on his lips and humor in his eyes. “Tell me where they’re from and I’ll buy you a hundred sets so long as you stand before me like you did tonight.” Colton leans forward placing a slow kiss on my lips. “Better yet,” he says, pulling back and tracing a finger along the line where my breast meets the lace of my bra. “Since that is such a mighty fine bra, maybe you should just wear that and nothing else under your clothes. Talk about sexy,” he grunts. “No one would even have to know.”

      “You’d know,” I counter, arching an eyebrow.

      “Yes, I would.” He grins wickedly, “And I’d walk around hard all fucking day thinking about it.”

      I laugh. A deep, soul-baring laugh because I am so overcome with emotions that I’m bubbling over.

      “Shall we get off the floor?” he asks as he shifts and unfolds himself from me. He rises, reaching out for my hand, and helping me up to my feet. “The bathroom’s through there...” he points to the wide opening to the left of the bed “...if you want to get cleaned up.”

      “Thanks,” I murmur, suddenly self conscious about my nudity. I gather my dress, pressing it to my front and look for what’s left of my panties. “What—?” I ask when I can’t find them. I look up to see Colton watching me as he pulls his jeans up over his naked hips, the remnants of my underwear haphazardly stuffed in his front pocket. He stops when my eyes remain on his.

      Leaving his fly unbuttoned, he walks to me and reaches out to tug my dress out of my hand. I try to pull it away but I realize his intentions a moment too late. “For God’s sake, Rylee, there’s no need to be shy. After you just stood before me like that?” He shakes his head at me. “You’re hot as hell and having confidence about it is even sexier, sweetheart.” He senses my unease and leans in to brush a kiss on my lips. “It’s not like I haven’t seen you naked before.” He smirks and holds my dress out.

      I stare at him, naked except for my bra, trying not to fidget. His compliment eases my insecurities a tad. I am plain old me and Colton frickin’ Donavan is in front of me. Telling me I am sexy. That he loves my curves. I feel like I need to pinch myself. Instead, I push back my lack of self-confidence and tell myself I can do this. A slow smile quirks at one corner of my mouth as I glance at my dress in his hand before I very deliberately walk past him.

      I can feel his smile when I turn the corner into the oversized bathroom, filled with granite and tumbled stone. I release the breath I was holding, proud of myself for having the courage to do that. I glance up at my reflection in the mirror and am pleasantly surprised to see that my bag is sitting on the countertop. Grace must have brought it up.

      “Feel free to grab one of my shirts off of the stacks in my closet,” Colton calls to me from the bedroom.

      “Um–Okay. Thanks.”

      “I’m going to run and get us a drink. Let Baxter out. I’ll be right back. Take your time.”

      “Uh-huh,” I reply as I wander around the ridiculously large space. I walk into an open doorway to find a closet that would make Haddie the Clotheshorse cry. I peruse his vast selection of T-shirts and settle on a heather gray one. I press my nose into the fabric and can smell the detergent that makes up part of Colton’s scent that I love so much.

      I clean up, freshen up my make-up, pull on a pair of boyshort panties I brought—because yes, I knew this was a forgone conclusion—and slip Colton’s shirt over my head.
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      With Colton still gone, I wander down the hallway and out the open door onto the second story terrace. I walk to the railing that overlooks the lower patio and the ocean beyond and lean against it, enjoying the nighttime breeze and the moonlight on the dancing waves.

      I am so overwhelmed by what’s happened recently that I can’t even begin to process it. One minute I am lonely, afraid, and feeling too guilty to live again and a few weeks later I am here with a man who’s complicated and wonderful and so incredibly alive. I’ve gone from empty and aching and raw, to happy and sated and feeling like I am having an out-of-body experience.

      “Just when I thought you couldn’t get any sexier, I find you wearing one of my favorite shirts.” His words startle me, and I turn to find him beside me, holding out a glass of wine.

      “Thank you,” I murmur, taking a sip and reaching a hand out to rub Baxter’s head, as he tries to squeeze between us again.

      Colton edges a hip up on the railing and turns to face me as I look out at the water. “I like seeing you here,” he admits, his voice soft with reflection as he tilts his head and watches me. “I like seeing you in my surroundings, in my shirt, with my dog … more than I ever could’ve imagined.” I transfer my gaze from the water to meet his, trying to read the emotions swimming beneath the surface. “That’s a first for me, Rylee.” He confesses in a soft whisper, and I can barely make out the words above the noise of the waves. But his admission speaks volumes to me. Holy shit! Does this mean that he means there is a possibility of more? That whatever we are is more than just one of his stupid arrangements? I can sense his unease so I try to lighten the mood.

      “What? You don’t drag all of your wenches to this hideous lair of yours?”

      He reaches out, a quiet smile on his lips, and cups my neck, his thumb brushing over my cheekbone. “Just the one,” he replies. I smile back at him, adoring the tender side of Colton as much as I love the stubborn, feisty one. He lifts his beer bottle to his lips and takes a long pull on it. “I brought up some dessert,” he offers.

      “Really? I thought that’s what we just had.” He smiles and a carefree laugh escapes his lips.

      “C’mon.” He tugs on my arm and pulls me down to sink into one of the chaise lounges. Colton walks over to a console hidden in the wall, and within seconds, I hear Ne-Yo’s soft voice. Baxter groans in satisfaction as he plops his large body down in the open doorway.

      “So,” he says as he scoots a table next to me, “I have two options for you. Mint chocolate chip ice cream or chocolate kisses.”

      “You remembered!” I gasp.

      “Well when it comes to you and sweets, I have a hard time forgetting.” He smirks as he puts a hand on my back, urging me to sit up, and then slides himself behind me.

      A smile he can’t see spreads on my face as I think of Colton and his imaginative ways of eating a certain confection. I lean back into his bare chest, fitting myself to him, and reach out at the tray to grab a Hershey’s kiss. I unwrap it and pop it in my mouth, laying my head back onto his shoulder and groan at its heavenly taste.

      “If that’s all it takes to hear you make that sound, I’m buying you a truckload of them,” he breathes in my ear as he moves behind me, adjusting himself.

      “Want one?” I tease as I bring it to his lips and then take it away and put it in my mouth, moaning intentionally this time. He laughs and I give him a Hershey’s kiss for real this time. “A girl could get used to this,” I murmur, liking the warmth of him against me.

      We sit for a while and talk about families, travels, experiences, and work. I avoid the topic that I really want to delve into, knowing that his past is off limits. He is funny and witty and attentive, and I can feel myself falling deeper for him,  entangling myself further in his tantalizing web.

      “Awesome, charismatic, and exciting,” Colton says, breaking the silence between us.

      I can’t help but laugh out loud. “Nope,” I say again, leaning back further into the warmth and comfort of his chest.

      “You’re never going to tell me are you?” he asks lifting a hand to brush hair off the side of my neck, exposing my bare skin so that his mouth can place a kiss there.

      “Nope,” I repeat, fighting the shiver that runs through me as he nuzzles his nose down to my ear.

      “How about addictive cock experience?” he murmurs, his breath tickling my skin.

      The laugh that bubbles in my throat falls to a sigh as he nips at my earlobe and sucks gently on the hollow spot just beneath it. “Hmmmm, that could work,” I manage as he wraps his arms around my chest, and I begin to run my fingers up and down the parts of his arms that I can reach. I angle my head further to the side, giving him more access to my sensitive skin as my nails cross a jagged line on his right forearm.

      “That’s a nasty scar,” I murmur. “What super-masculine thing were you doing to acquire that?” I cringe at the thought of how much it must have hurt.

      He’s quiet for a beat, kissing my temple and pressing his face to the side of mine so I can feel him swallow. “Nothing of significance,” he says then falls quiet again. “Do you surf, Rylee?” he asks, changing the subject.

      “Nope. Do you, Ace?” I take a sip of wine as he murmurs in assent.

      “Ever tried?” he asks, the rasp of his voice in my ear.

      “Uh-uh.”

      “I should teach you sometime,” he says.

      “Probably not the best thing to do for someone like me who’s scared of sharks.”

      “You’re kidding, right?” When I don’t respond, he continues, “Oh come on, it’d be fun. There aren’t any sharks out there that’ll bug you.”

      “Tell that to the people who’ve been chomped on,” I challenge, and despite the fact that he’s behind me, I cover my face in embarrassment when I say, “When I was little I was so scared of them that I never swam in our pool because I used to think they’d come out of the drain and eat me.”

      Colton laughs. “Oh, Rylee, didn’t anyone ever tell you that there are much more dangerous things on dry land?”

      Yes. You.

      As I try to think of a witty retort, my ear catches the song playing over the speakers and I murmur, “Great song.”

      Colton stills as he listens to the music, and I can feel his head nod against the side of mine. “Pink, right?”

      “Hmm-hmm. Glitter in the Air,” I respond, distracted as I listen to the words of one of Haddie’s and my all-time favorite songs. Colton runs his hands up my arms and starts to knead my shoulders. His hands are powerful and add just the right amount of pressure. “That feels like heaven,” I breathe as my already relaxed body turns to gel beneath his skillful fingertips.

      “Good,” he whispers. “Just relax.”

      I close my eyes and hand myself over to him, humming softly to the song. Colton runs his fingers down the line of my spine and rubs my lower back, my head lolling to the side at the sublime feeling.

      “Here comes the best part,” I say. I sing along as the words wash over me, moving me as they always do. “There you are, sitting in the garden, clutching my coffee, calling me sugar. You called me sugar.”

      “I don’t get it,” Colton says, “Why is that the best part?”

      “Because it’s the moment she realizes that he loves her,” I say, a soft smile on my face.

      “Why, Rylee, you’re a hopeless romantic, aren’t you?” he teases.

      “Oh, shut up.” I shift to swat him, but Colton grabs my wrist before I can, and pulls me into him. His lips slant over mine and make a languid sweeping pass before licking mine. He tastes of chocolate and beer and everything that is uniquely Colton. He cradles my head with one hand while the other runs aimlessly over my bare thighs. Fingertips graze softly, without urgency, or attention to any one spot. I could sit in this moment forever, his actions unraveling me.

      Colton brushes a kiss on the tip of my nose before resting his forehead to mine, his hand still cupping the back of my head, fingers still knotted in my hair, his breath fluttering over my lips. “Rylee?”

      “Hmm-hmm, Ace?”

      He flexes the hand in my hair. “Stay the night with me.” He says quietly.

      I still, holding my breath. Oh. My. I can feel the emotion behind his request and can sense a change from the last time he said it to me. He’s not saying it out of obligation but because this is what he wants..

      “I’ve never said that before and truly meant it, Rylee.” His voice is a hushed plea that tugs at my heart. He wraps his arms around me, cradling me in his lap, and pulls me with him as he leans back in the chaise, fingers playing in my hair. I remain silent, trying to clear the emotion from my voice before I speak.

      “Hmmm, I don’t think I could move even if I tried,” I murmur.

      “You’ll stay?” The eagerness in his voice surprises me.

      “Yes.”

      “In that case,” he muses, “I might have to take advantage of you again.”

      “Again?” I laugh. His response is to grab my hips, lift me up, and place me astride him. He situates me on him so that our bodies fit together perfectly, each movement from him traveling through my thin panties and hitting me in just the right spot.

      He sits up and kisses me forcefully, his tongue plunging between my parted lips, his hands pressing my body to him possessively. I grow dizzy wanting more of everything from him.

      “I. Want. You. So. Much. Rylee.” He pants between kisses down my neck. I bring my hands to his face, fingers touching coarse whiskers, and draw his head up to meet my eyes. “You’re addictive.”

      “I know,” I whisper, telling him with my eyes that I feel addicted to him too. The muscle in his jaw tenses momentarily before he crushes his mouth to mine, the connection between us a necessity like air.

      “Ride me,” he pants. Such a simple command, but the way he says it—as if the sun won’t rise in the morning if I don’t—has me pulling back. I stare into his eyes, so hypnotizing, so intense and so full of desire I wouldn’t deny him even if I could.

      So I begin to move, surrendering myself to him. Again.
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      The cool air that wisps over my skin is a stark contrast to the radiating heat pressing against me. My sleep-induced haze slowly clears from my mind as my eyes flutter open, startled by the natural light filtering in through the open windows.

      I start to shift in the sinfully comfortable bed, wanting to stretch my muscles that oddly feel sore, until I realize why. Sex, sex, and more sex. A smug smile crosses my lips.

      Colton is wrapped around me like a vine. He is on his side, one leg bent and slung over mine, and his hand splays possessively over my bare chest with his palm cupping my breast. I turn to find his head half on my pillow, half on his.

      I study his face: the angles, the fan of thick, dark lashes against his golden skin, the curve of his nose. I reach over and brush an errant lock of hair off his forehead, careful not to disturb him. In sleep, Colton’s dark and dangerous aura is softened by his disheveled hair, the absence of the intensity he carries around like a badge of protection, and the lack of tension in his jaw. I enjoy catching this rare glimpse of him—vulnerable and relaxed.

      Staring at him, my mind drifts back to last night. I recall his complete and unyielding attentiveness to me and my every need. I think of the new experiences he introduced me to, and the pleasure he’s induced in me. My thoughts stray to leather restraints, vibrating eggs, and ice cubes inserted to melt as we became one, evoking that walk down the fine line of pleasure edged by pain. I think of how he showed me slow and soft before pushing me to the brink of oblivion with hard and fast. How, by the light of the moon, in this expanse of a bed, he hovered over me, eyes intense, voice beseeching, and asked me to submit to him. Asked that I trust him to know what my body can handle and which threshold to push it to. And in that moment, I was so captivated with him, I handed myself over to him without question, or second thought. I agreed, knowing he already dominated my mind, heart, and body.

      Afterward, as I drifted off to sleep, his warm body pressed against my back and his mouth pressed softly in my hair, I questioned my judgment. Before drifting off to sleep, I wondered what the hell I was getting myself into by accepting his seemingly innocent request, for what is simple under a blanket of moonlight never seems to be when the next morning dawns.

      Colton shifts beside me, rolling over so his back is toward me, and pulls the covers with him and off me. I shiver from the chill but am happy that I can now stretch out my overused muscles. I wince as I flex my feet and extend my legs. I definitely wasn’t treated like glass last night, but my body quite liked it too.

      I’m starting to get cold. I look over at the artfully sculpted lines of Colton’s back and I turn into him, tucking my body around him so I can enjoy the feeling of my bare skin against his. My chin rests on his shoulder and my breasts press up against his back as I curl my arms around him. I absently run my fingers across his chest, as I slowly sink back into sleep.

      I’m in the first stages of sleep when Colton suddenly emits the most gut-wrenching, feral cry I’ve ever heard. I would’ve remained frozen in shock but he bucks his body violently back against me, connecting his elbow against my shoulder. “No!” falls from his mouth in a strangled shout. He jumps from the bed and turns around, legs spread, knees bowed, arms bent, and hands fisted in front of his face. His face is the picture of terror: eyes wild and haunted, flickering, teeth clenched, and tendons straining in his neck. His chest heaves shallow breaths, body tense and vibrating with acute awareness as sweat beads on his forehead.

      I instinctively grab my shoulder where it is smarting with pain. The shock of what just happened is sinking in, my adrenaline is pumping, causing my body to shake. If I hadn’t witnessed this reaction from a nightmare before, from my kids, I would have been more startled than I am right now. If Colton didn’t have such a look of complete fear in his eyes, I would have laughed at him standing nude, looking like he’s ready to throw down. But I know this isn’t a joke. I understand that Colton has had a dream dredging up the past that silently chases him and continues to traumatize him on a daily basis.

      I roll my shoulder, pain still shooting through it. “Colton,” I say evenly, not wanting to startle him.

      I see his eyes slowly come into focus and the tension in his stance slowly abate. He turns his head and looks at me, a plethora of emotions in his eyes: embarrassment, shame, relief, fear, and apprehension. “Oh, fuck!” He shudders a breath, bringing his hands up to rub the fear from his face. The only sounds in the room are his heaving breaths, hand chafing over his stubble, and the ocean outside.

      “Fuuuccckkk!” he repeats again, his eyes narrowing on my hand rubbing my shoulder. I can see him clench and unclench his fists as he realizes he’s hurt me. I remain still as his eyes lower and his shoulders slouch. “Rylee—I—” he turns abruptly and grabs the back of his neck with his hand, pulling down. “Give me a fucking minute,” he mutters as he quickly strides into the bathroom.

      I gather the sheets up to my chest and watch him leave, wanting to reach out to him and tell him things he doesn’t believe or want to hear. I sit in indecision when I hear the unmistakable sound of Colton vomiting. A knife twists deep down in my gut, and I squeeze my eyes shut, wanting desperately to comfort him.

      The toilet flushes followed by a muttered curse, and then I hear the faucet turn on and the brushing of teeth. I rise from the bed, sliding Colton’s shirt on when I hear him sigh again. I enter the bathroom, needing to make sure he is okay. We stand frozen, as he focuses on the water running from the faucet. His angst is palpable and hangs in the air between us. Colton scrubs the towel over his face and turns toward me.

      When he drops the towel from his face, the eyes that stare back at me are not his. The ones I’ve come to love. They are dead. Cold. Devoid of emotion. The muscle in his jaw pulses and the cords in his neck strain as he works his throat.

      “Colton…” His glazed green eyes glare intently on mine causing my words to falter on my lips.

      “Don’t, Rylee,” he warns. “You need to leave.” His command is flat. As lifeless as his eyes.

      My heart lurches into my chest. What happened to him? What memory has reduced this vibrant, passionate man to nothing? “Colton,” I plead.

      “Go, Rylee. I don’t want you here.”

      My bottom lip trembles at his words, for he can’t possibly mean them after the evening we’ve just shared. I saw the emotion in his eyes last night. Felt from his actions how he feels about me. But now … all I can do is stare at him, the man before me is unrecognizable.

      I’m not quite sure what to do. I take a step forward and I hear his teeth grind. I’ve worked with traumatized children but I am way out of my element here. I look down at my clasped hands and whisper brokenly, “I just want to help.”

      “Get out!” he roars, causing my head to snap up in time to see his dead eyes spark to life with unfiltered anger. “Get the fuck out, Rylee! I don’t want you here! Don’t need you here!”

      I stand there frozen, his unprovoked anger immobilizing me. “You don’t mean that,” I stutter.

      “Like hell I don’t!” he yells, the sound echoing off of the stone tiles and reverberating. Our eyes hold in silence as I process his words. Colton takes a threatening step toward me and I just stare at him, shaking my head. He throws the towel with a curse, the clatter of bottles it knocks over ricocheting around the pin-drop quiet bathroom. His eyes angle back toward mine as he clenches and unclenches his jaw. When he speaks, his voice is chillingly cruel. “I’ve fucked you, Rylee, and now I’m done with you! I told you that’s all I was good for, sweetheart …”

      His brow creases momentarily as the tears that burn the back of my throat well in my eyes and spill over. His callous words turn my stomach and wring my heart. My head tells my legs to move—to leave—but my body doesn’t listen. When I just stand there, dumbfounded and shell-shocked, he grabs my bag from the bathroom counter and shoves it forcefully against my chest, propelling me through the door. “Out!” he grates through gritted teeth. His bare chest heaving. His pulse pounding in his temple. His fists clenched. “I’m bored with you already. Can’t you see that? You’ve served your purpose. A quick amusement to bide my time. Now I’m done. Get out!”

      Blinded by tears, I fumble with my bag and run blindly down the stairs. I can feel the weight of his stare on my back as I descend. I race through the house, my heart lodged in my throat and my head an absolute mess. My chest hurts so bad that pain radiates in it as I drag in each labored breath. Thoughts elude me. Hurt engulfs me. Regret fills me, for I thought what we had meant so much more.

      I burst through the front door into the bright early morning sun, but all I feel is darkness. I stagger, drop my purse, and fall to my knees. I sit like that, staring at a beautiful morning, but seeing none of it.

      Letting the tears wash over me.

      Allowing the humiliation to consume me.

      Feeling my heart break in two.

      
        
        The End
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      Thank you for reading DRIVEN!

      Colton and Rylee’s journey continues in Book #2 of The Driven Trilogy…

      What happens when the one person you never expected suddenly happens to be the one you’ll fight the hardest to keep?

      Colton stole my heart. He wasn't supposed to, and I sure as hell didn't want him to, but he crashed into my life, ignited feelings within me that I thought had died forever, and fueled a passion that I never knew could exist.

      Rylee fell out of that damn storage closet and into my life. Now I don't think I'll ever be the same. She's seen glimpses of the darkness within me, and yet she's still here. Still fighting for me. She is without a doubt the saint, and I am most definitely the sinner.

      How is it the one thing neither of us wanted—neither of us anticipated that fateful night—has us fighting so hard to keep?

      He steals my breath, stops my heart, and brings me back to life again all in a split second of time. But how can I love a man who won't let me in? Who continually pushes me away to prevent me from seeing the damaged secrets in his past? My heart has fallen, but patience and forgiveness can only go so far.

      How can I desire a woman who unnerves me, defies me, and forces me to see that in the deep, black abyss of my soul there's someone worthy of her love? A place and person I swore I'd never be again. Her selfless heart and sexy body deserve so much more than I'll ever be capable of giving her. I know I can't be what she needs, so why can't I just let her go?

      We are driven by need and fueled with desire, but is that enough for us to crash into love?

      ONE CLICK FUELED >
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      Life can feel like a cruel joke. I grew up poor and motherless, with a father who never got over his wife’s abandonment. But now he's gone too, and I'm dead set on finding the woman who so carelessly tossed me aside when I was a baby.

      

      I want revenge. And I'm going to get back at my mother any way that I can.

      

      I change my name. Start my new life in college, and just happen to cross paths with the gorgeous, ultra-rich Rhett Montgomery. He's immediately interested in me, not that I'm surprised.

      

      You see, I planned it that way. I meant for him to find me. He's the one connection to my mother, and I'm using him, so I can destroy her. But I didn't plan on Rhett being so charming. Sweet. Sexy.

      

      And I definitely didn't plan on falling for him either…
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      Summer

      

      They say the taste of revenge is sweet.

      I don’t know who they are, but I’ve heard that saying—or something close to it—my entire life. Revenge is sweet.

      Sweet.

      Let me tell you something.

      Revenge isn’t sweet. Not even close.

      It’s bitter and nasty and dark and vile. It chokes you, literally chokes you until you’re filled with nothing but anger and sadness and despair and you can’t even breathe, you’re so overcome with emotion.

      And the rage.

      The rage is what drives you, despite the awful taste. And if you have enough rage inside you, then you will do your damnedest to get back at the one who hurt you the most.

      You see, I know what revenge tastes like, because I am hell-bent on revenge against the one who did me—us—wrong. I’m going to destroy her, just like she destroyed my father. My poor, heartbroken father, who lost his will to live long before he actually died.

      She tried to destroy me too, but I wouldn’t let her. I couldn’t. Someone had to be strong. Someone had to be able to withstand this and survive.

      My father? He’s gone.

      Dead.

      And now?

      She’s going to pay.

      And she won’t even know what—or who—hit her.
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      I watch him, the way he laughs just before he takes another drink from his glass, his hand braced, long fingers spread wide on the gleaming oak bar counter. Blue-and-black plaid sleeves rolled up to reveal glorious, carved-from-marble-but-not-really forearms that can’t be real, yet are.

      The black and blue on his shirt reminds me of bruises. I should want to see him bruised and battered, just like my heart, my freaking soul. But he’s not bruised. Not even close. He seems happy and carefree, like he doesn’t give a shit about anyone or anything.

      Life is just that good for him.

      I can’t tear my gaze away from him, not that he notices me. Why should he? He’s surrounded by so many girls, all of them focused only on him. His dark brown eyes light up when he smiles, bright and open and flirtatious, and he doesn’t have to say a damn thing. They’re all quivering with anticipation, hoping and praying he’s flirting with them. That he’ll choose her over the rest.

      So. Pitiful.

      The way the girls swarm him makes me think of flies, and he’s the giant, steaming pile of crap freshly deposited on the ground. They buzz, buzz, buzz around him, loud with their laughter and their gestures and their ever-ready smiles, calling his name over and over again like that’s going to magically make him respond.

      He’s not interested in any of them. When one of the girls touches him—the lightest press of fingers against his arm, his shoulder, even his chest—those glowing eyes of his dim. For the briefest, bleakest moment, I feel almost…akin with him. Like he and I, we could be the same.

      No way is that even close to possible.

      Tucking a wayward strand of hair behind my ear, I slump my shoulders forward, my posture closed off as a warning, one that screams leave me alone. My gaze is sharp, aimed directly at him.

      Rhett Montgomery.

      He’s with a group of friends, his frat buddies with snotty names like Chip and Spencer, assholes who rule the campus and keep tallies of the girls they’ve fucked by carving dashes into their headboards with extra-sharp knives. They keep score sheets and compare notes like it’s a great big laugh, how awful they are. How they use girls and toss them aside like a tissue they just blew their nose into.

      Even though I’ve been on campus for only two months, I’ve heard rumors. These guys are not my kind.

      Especially Rhett Montgomery.

      One of the girls laughs extra loud, an almost guffawing sound that reminds me of a horse. I lift my head, wincing at the offensive noise, and my gaze meets Rhett’s. Locks with his.

      Look away.

      The voice is a harsh whisper rattling in my brain, and I usually obey it.

      But it’s like I can’t look away.

      He doesn’t either. That glow in his gaze, I swear it intensifies the longer he stares at me. Like his eyes are lit from within, flickering candlelight that hypnotizes and draws me in, and when his lush mouth curves into a slow yet knowing smile, I finally do tear my gaze away from his, breaking the spell.

      My heart is pounding furiously and I reach for my glass of water with shaky hands, the ice rattling against the sides as I sip. Once I swallow, I take a deep, cleansing breath, glancing out of the corner of my eye to find he’s already distracted by someone else. Another one of his asshole buddies who’s giving him a high five, God knows why. The slap of their palms is loud despite the multiple TVs hanging on the walls, the girls’ laughter, the clink of glasses, the low hum of constant talking.

      He looked at me. He seemed to look right through me, and I feel completely…

      Unsettled.

      That happened too soon. He wasn’t supposed to notice me yet.

      The thought flashes in my brain, like too-bright headlights in the darkest night, and I remember why I’m here. What I’m doing. Why Rhett Montgomery is involved. I’ve studied him for days. Months. He’s never noticed me before until tonight. And I’ve been around. Lurking close by, on the sidelines like some sort of twisted stalker, which I suppose I am.

      Really, I should’ve known he doesn’t like obvious girls. And every single one of those girls surrounding him right now is obvious. Desperate.

      I keep my distance on purpose, because I’m not ready. Eventually, I’m going to approach him. And when I finally do talk to him, when I finally become a part of his life, I want him to believe I’m a mystery, a code he can’t crack.

      “Hey.”

      I go completely still at the sound of his deep voice. Panic rises, making my throat clog with unspoken words, and I lift my head, our gazes meeting once again, his expression open. Friendly. I try my best not to react, keeping my features schooled. A flood of helplessness fills me and I part my lips, but no sound comes out.

      This isn’t going as planned. At all.

      “You’re alone.” His statement is obvious, and he does this soft laugh thing that could only be described as a “duh” sound.

      I nod, still unable to speak.

      “And you’re in a bar, but you’re drinking water.” He tilts his head in the direction of my glass, which I’m suddenly gripping with all my might. “That’s downright sacrilegious.”

      How does he know it’s water? “It could be something else.”

      “Like what?” Is he actually challenging me?

      “Um…” My voice drifts. My father wasn’t a big drinker, which, when you think about it is really surprising. So I don’t really know much beyond beer is beer and wine is wine.

      “Maybe vodka?” His rumbly voice knocks me from my thoughts and my gaze returns to his.

      I need to focus.

      “Not vodka.” I shake my head. May as well confess my truth. “Actually, I don’t like to drink.” Correction: I don’t like to lose control, and that was one thing my father told me time and again. Liquor makes you lose control.

      It makes you do things you’ll regret.

      “Ah, so you do make conversation.” His smile is full of relief. Sweet and intimate, nothing like that flash of teeth he was offering up to his overbearing harem earlier. “So why are you in a bar if you don’t like to drink?”

      Right. Why am I in a bar when I’m not drinking any alcohol? What’s my excuse? Not like I can tell him the truth.

      “I’m—meeting someone.”

      He lifts his brows. “Are they late?” I must send him a questioning look because he immediately says, “You’ve been here for a while. I couldn’t help but notice. Beautiful girl sitting alone in a bar, giving off that ‘I’m too cool for this scene’ vibe…”

      Wait a minute. Is he—flirting with me? Or insulting me? I slam back the rest of my water and rise to my feet, a trembling breath leaving me when I realize how close Rhett is standing. So close, I can feel his body heat radiating toward me, and I can smell his appealing—delectable—scent. God.

      “I was just leaving,” I say icily, my shoulder brushing against his broad chest when I walk past him. A scatter of tingles washes over me at first contact, electrifying my skin, and I try my best to shake it off.

      That certainly wasn’t supposed to happen either.

      “Hey, I didn’t mean to make you mad.” He chases after me, pushing his way through the crowd as I head toward the door. I don’t turn back, I don’t acknowledge him or make a sound because I want him to think he made me angry.

      And he did. He definitely made me angry.

      So why does it feel like I’m trying to convince myself?

      With an irritated huff, I push open the door and exit the bar, the sudden silence calming my racing heart as the cool fall air washes over my heated skin. I breathe a sigh of relief when I realize he didn’t follow me outside. He must not be interested after all.

      At least, for now.

      A satisfied smile curls my lips, and I duck my head against the wind as I start to make my way home, my mind full of endless possibilities.

      When we first looked at each other, it felt like a mistake. Like it was happening too fast. I wasn’t ready, though I’ve prepared for this moment for what feels like my entire life.

      But maybe us meeting like that for the first time will work out for the best after all.
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      “Hey. You’re the girl from the other night. The one who ran out on me.”

      Slowly I look up to find Rhett Montgomery standing in front of the table I’m sitting at, my eyes going wide with surprise when they land on his too-handsome face. Though I’m not really shocked to find him here.

      I’ve followed him long enough to know he’d be at the library. He meets with his study group every Thursday night at seven, and they’re usually here for an hour or so. I deliberately planted myself at the table closest to the front door of the library and patiently waited for him to pass by.

      I tilt my head to the side and narrow my eyes, contemplating him. Like I don’t quite remember him. He takes a step back, seemingly affronted that I could possibly forget him—hard eye roll—but before he takes off, I snap my fingers like I just had a revelation.

      “The guy who insulted me for being too cool at the bar,” I tell him as I slowly close my Intro to Communications textbook.

      His mouth pops open like I just punched him in the stomach, those velvety brown eyes going wide. “I didn’t insult you.”

      “From what I vaguely remember, it sounded like you did.” I flash him a sweet smile to counterbalance the venom in my words.

      “If you thought I was being rude, I apologize.” He actually sounds sincere, which surprises me. But he’s constantly surprising me so…

      “You’re forgiven,” I murmur. I need to remember myself and stop being so rude to him. That’s not part of the plan.

      He gestures toward the empty chair across from me. “Can I sit down?”

      “Um, sure?” Oh God. I do not want him to sit down. I don’t want to make small talk with Rhett Montgomery, not yet. I just wanted him to see me, catch a fleeting glimpse or maybe say something quick and then go about his night. Doesn’t he have a party to go to or a girl to bang?

      “You said it like a question.” His brows are lowered, and he’s frowning at me. “If you want me to leave you alone, I will.”

      Again with the serious tone. I believed him just now when he said that, even though I know I shouldn’t.

      “No, you can stay.” I watch as he pulls the chair out and settles in, dropping his backpack at his feet.

      “Why’d you leave the other night?” Rhett asks.

      My gaze meets his once more, noting the sincerity in his gaze. He appears genuinely confused. I’m tempted to confess everything to him, but I keep my mouth shut.

      Like he’d believe my little story.

      “I didn’t want to stay there anymore,” I say with a halfhearted shrug.

      “You got ditched, huh?” He lifts his brows, his handsome face now full of sympathy.

      The very last thing I want is for him to feel sorry for me. “No, I didn’t get ditched,” I snap. I immediately regret how mean I sound and I try to soften my words with a faint, closed-mouth smile.

      “But the person you were supposed to meet never showed up. Right?” He’s almost scowling at me, he’s frowning so hard. I suddenly remember what I said to him that night in the bar. “Hot date that didn’t pan out, huh?”

      “No,” I say quickly. Too quickly. God, just talking to him makes me feel defensive, and that’s not a good thing. Not at all. “I met him somewhere else.”

      “Oh, really?”

      His questions are making me uncomfortable. So are his good looks. His thick, dark brown hair, his brown eyes, his perfect face and perfect body and sexy voice and the way he’s watching me, leaning toward me like he might actually be interested.

      I remind myself this is what I want. This is how I’m going to worm my way inside, by using Rhett. I should be okay with his attention, should be thrilled that it’s all happening so quickly.

      But I’m not. I don’t know why. Maybe because this scares me. He scares me. You can plot and plan and think your way through all the scenarios, but when reality hits and you’re actually dealing with the person you’re going to use, it’s terrifying.

      What if I screw up? What if he finds out my secret? What if he exposes me and ruins me forever?

      I push those negative thoughts out of my mind and focus on the lie I’m about to tell him instead.

      “I left the bar because I got tired of dealing with douchey frat guys,” I finally say, with as much disdain as I can muster. Which is a lot, by the offended expression on his face.

      “So now I’m a douchey frat guy.” His voice is flat, devoid of any emotion.

      I say nothing for a moment, and the wounded look on his face breaks me. “I’m not meaning you.”

      The relief he’s experiencing is obvious. He is an open book. Who knew? “Good to know,” he says with a slight nod. Now he appears pleased with himself. Guess it doesn’t take much. “What’s your name?”

      I’ve been waiting for this moment for months. I’ve even rehearsed saying it out loud to him, just to get used to hearing me say it. Though I’ve become desensitized, since I legally changed my name just before enrolling here and all my professors call me by my new name.

      Yet I’m still not used to it. Besides, I chose this name for Rhett. Figured he might like it, that it sounds rich girl enough to appeal to him.

      “Jensen.” My voice is small, smaller than I meant it to be. Just being in his presence makes me nervous.

      The faint smile curving his full lips is irritatingly appealing. “Jensen,” he repeats, like he’s testing it out. “I knew a Jensen once.”

      “You did?” Great. Some girl who probably blew his mind and blew his dick. I should’ve come up with a better name. But it was the closest to my actual name, and no way could I use that when I met him.

      “Yeah, he was on the football team with me in high school. Jensen Graham. Big ol’ lineman, probably weighed close to two-twenty-five, maybe even two-fifty.” Rhett laughs, shakes his head. “We always called him Jenny just to piss him off.”

      Relief floods me. It was a guy named Jensen, not some hot girl with glossy pink lips and always-parted thighs from his past.

      “Did it?” When Rhett sends me a questioning look, I continue, “Piss him off?”

      “Oh, yeah. He seriously hated it when we called him that.” The faraway look on Rhett’s face tells me he’s shifted into nostalgic mode.

      “Sounds like you guys were kind of mean.” I can only imagine. The beautiful people who dominated my high school were a bunch of thoughtless assholes who only cared about their looks and who they were dating.

      “You know how it is. Locker room talk.” Rhett chuckles, but I don’t say anything and when he realizes I’m not laughing, he stops. “You didn’t ask what my name is.”

      I probably just bruised his massive ego and I didn’t even mean to. “What’s your name?”

      “Rhett.”

      “Oh. Like Gone with the Wind?” I make a tiny face, as if I’m offended.

      He winces. “Yeah. Tell me you’ve never watched that movie.”

      “I’ve never watched that movie,” I say, my voice monotone. I’m lying. I’ve totally watched that movie. When I was a little girl, my father made me watch it, calling it a classic. I thought Scarlett O’Hara was a total bitch and Rhett Butler was funny-looking, like a duck. Its casual yet cliched portrayal of slaves was off-putting, and overall I found the entire movie offensive.

      Some things just don’t hold up, I told my father after it was finished. He looked sad, but he should’ve taken those words to heart.

      “Good.” He smiles again, his cheeks the faintest pink. He’s blushing? Damn it, I don’t want him to be appealing or cute. “My mother is from the south.”

      “She named you?” We’re already talking about family and we barely know each other. I thought this guy was a jerk. King douche of the douches. But he’s being so nice right now. So…sincere.

      I don’t get it.

      “Yeah.” His tone is wistful, and I know why. His mother is dead, though I don’t want him to tell me that. I don’t want to feel sorry for him, but maybe he doesn’t want me to feel sorry for him either so he’s keeping that bit of information to himself.

      “I should go.” Before he can say anything else, I grab my backpack from the floor and set it on the table, unzipping it and shoving my textbook inside. He stands when I stand, as if he’s going to walk me out of the library like some sort of gentleman, and I’m not prepared for that. Nice, handsome, seemingly wholesome boys who want to do right by me. It’s ridiculous, a myth, a fairytale in this harsh, cruel world. I know Rhett isn’t nice or wholesome.

      There’s no way he can be.

      “You live on campus?” he asks as we exit the library together. He even holds the door open for me, and I have to thank him because I’m not a complete bitch.

      “No, I have my own place.” It’s a total shit-hole that’s drafty and cold and in a scary part of town, but it’s all mine.

      “You parked out in the south lot?” When I glance up at him questioningly, he shrugs those broad shoulders of his. “You probably shouldn’t be on campus this late at night by yourself. I’ll walk you to your car.”

      There’s campus security who will escort you wherever you need to go—you just have to call or text. I guess Rhett wants to be my campus security tonight. “I don’t have a car.”

      My dad’s car finally broke down for good right before he died, and I haven’t had one since. Can’t really afford it.

      “Do you walk home?” He asks way too many questions. Why can’t he just say good night and we go our separate ways?

      “I take the bus.”

      “I’ll walk you to the bus stop then,” he says, his words final, like I can’t argue with him.

      So I don’t.

      We walk side by side, him chatting me up, asking endless questions about school, what courses I take, how long have I been there. I give him vague answers, not asking anything in return. I pretty much already know everything about him, and any of those small, secret details he might reveal? He won’t share them with me yet.

      Finding out his flaws, his worries, his fears, will only make him more human. That’s the last thing I want. I need to treat him like the bridge that will lead me to what I’m really looking for.

      When I come to a pause at the bus stop, he glances around, his expression serious before his gaze meets mine. “It’s dark here.”

      “I’ll be fine.” I shrug then smile brightly, because I want him to leave. “Thanks for walking me.”

      “I’m staying until the bus arrives.”

      “You really don’t have to—”

      “I’m staying,” he says firmly, his gaze dark. “It’s not safe here.”

      “I wait for the bus at this stop pretty much every night.”

      “You shouldn’t.”

      I blow out an exasperating breath. He’s annoyingly determined, isn’t he? “I don’t have a choice.”

      “You don’t have a friend to give you a lift home? Or to at least ride the bus with you?” he asks incredulously.

      I shake my head, sending him a fierce look that says don’t you dare give me a bunch of sympathy because I have no friends.

      He doesn’t. Instead he says, “You should take Uber. Or Lyft.”

      I scoff. Literally scoff. “I can’t afford to take an Uber everywhere. I’m not rich like you.”

      He tilts his head to the side, contemplating me. “How do you know I’m rich?”

      Panic races through my brain and I stand up straight, contemplating him right back. “Look at how you’re dressed.” I wave a hand at him, at his expensive Nike sweatshirt, at the track pants, the very expensive Nikes on his feet. “You’re like a walking billboard for Nike. And that watch you’re wearing.” I point at his wrist and he quickly shakes his sleeve down so it covers the thick silver watch. “Probably worth one year of tuition.”

      “Not quite,” he mutters, looking irritated.

      I almost want to laugh. “Close enough.”

      “You don’t know me.” His gaze locks with mine again, practically daring me to say something in return.

      “You don’t know me either,” I say with a lift of my chin.

      The bus chooses that moment to rumble up the street, stopping in front of us with a screech of brakes and the stench of exhaust. The doors whine as they swing open and a few people disembark. The driver—his name is Stan—looks at me, waves me on with a weary waggle of his fingers. “Don’t got all night,” he calls.

      Without a word, I climb onto the bus and settle into my usual seat at the very back, staring straight ahead. I can feel Rhett’s gaze, hot and questioning as he studies me but I refuse to look in his direction. Not until the bus pulls away from the curb and we’re inching our way to the stoplight do I glance over my right shoulder to see him still standing there.

      Watching me.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            3

          

        

      

    

    
      Nine years ago

      

      “I want my mama.” I cross my skinny arms and tuck my chin into my neck, glaring at my father from beneath my brows. I do this when things aren’t going my way, say those mean words so I can watch him wince, witness his heart practically writhing in pain when he hears the word mama or mommy or mom.

      I’m only twelve and I already know how to stick it to my father where it hurts the most.

      His voice is reed-thin when he says, “You know she can’t be here with you, Jenny. I’ve told you this time and again.”

      “I don’t care.” I cross my arms tighter, to the point that it hurts, and I relish in the pain. At least I’m feeling something. “Where did she go? Why doesn’t she like me?”

      “She loves you, sweetheart. She just…doesn’t know how to show it.”

      “I don’t believe you.” I know he’s lying. Why won’t he tell me the truth? “Why doesn’t she come see us? Come see me? Where is she?”

      Daddy sighs. Shakes his head. Blinks at me like he’s trying to bring me into focus. “Gone. Gone, gone, gone.”

      The thing is, he knows where she is. I know he does. I found a thin folder in his desk one Saturday afternoon a few weeks ago, when he was outside mowing the weeds in the front yard and I was supposed to be cleaning the bathroom. I got bored and started rummaging around in his desk, looking for clues. To what, I’m never sure.

      I just know my life is a mystery and he’s the one holding onto all the information.

      I flipped through that folder with muted fascination, reading all the newspaper and magazine articles he clipped out, all about a woman named Diane. I picked up one glossy page torn out of a magazine, clutching the jagged edges tight, making the paper wrinkle as I stared hard at her face.

      Her face sorta looked like mine, especially when she smiled. And when I saw that, I knew without a doubt she was a part of me.

      That I was a part of her.

      “She’s not gone,” I tell him, feeling defiant. My voice is firm and my heart is beating so hard it feels like it wants to leap out of my chest.

      “Yes, she is,” he says wearily, rubbing a hand over his eyes. He’s tired. He works hard but makes little. There’s never much to eat, I don’t have many clothes to wear and my shoes are too tight. I don’t remember the last time I got a haircut and I need a bra but I don’t have one, so I wear that old coat of mine all the time so the boys can’t see my boobs. They’re getting so big and sometimes they hurt, especially when I do P.E.

      But how do I tell Daddy that? He doesn’t know how to get me a bra. He can barely take care of himself.

      “No, she’s not.” My voice is shockingly firm, causing him to blink me into focus. “I need her. There’s stuff a girl needs from her mom that her dad can’t help with,” I tell him, lifting my chin. “We need to call her.”

      “We can’t.”

      “Write her then.”

      “Can’t do that either, Jenny.”

      “Then let’s go to her fancy house and tell her I need her help!” I scream the last word, relishing in the pained expression on my father’s face. I bet I shocked him when I said fancy house, because she lives in one. I know exactly who my mama is.

      It’s that lady in the magazine. Diane.

      She doesn’t have the same last name as us because she’s married someone else, even though I thought she was married to my daddy. She’s got some other rich guy who takes care of her. They have a family, kids and stuff—two that look my age, maybe a little older, and a younger one, a little girl who wears beautiful dresses and has pretty hair—and here I sit with just my daddy in a rotten old house with hardly any food in the fridge and nothing much to call ours.

      I hate her for that. If she’d just come see me, if she would just help me, then maybe I could forgive her.

      But I don’t think that’s ever going to happen.

      “What do you need help with?” Daddy asks, his tone hopeful. Like maybe he can convince me he can take care of my problems after all. “I can help you.”

      I shake my head furiously. “No, you can’t.”

      “I can, Jenny. I’m here for you. I’ve always been here for you.” The look he sends me is pleading. “Let me help you.”

      “I want my mama!” I sound like a baby, but I don’t care.

      Anger makes his face tighten up. I made him mad, but for once, it doesn’t matter. “No. She’s dead to us,” he spits out.

      He hasn’t said that to me in a long time. His words used to make me cry. I’d stomp my foot, scream no and run to my room, sobbing into my pillow. I never liked it when he said she was dead to us.

      Now I realize it’s the opposite. We’re dead to her. She doesn’t care about us. She can’t. What mom would act this way? Why would a wife leave a man she’s supposed to love? I don’t get it.

      “That doesn’t mean she’s really dead. I know who she is, Daddy.” I drop my arms and stand right in front of him. My father is tall, but he’s skinny. He’s not very intimidating, what with that sad look on his face all the time. People know my daddy has a broken heart, but he doesn’t do much to try and fix it. No one else does either. How can you fix a man who doesn’t want to be fixed? “Let’s go see her.”

      “No.” He shakes his head, his eyes glassy. Like he might start to cry.

      I’ve seen him cry a lot. You ever watch movies or TV shows where the men say they don’t cry? That they always stay strong? They’ve never met my daddy. He cries all the time. I used to cry with him.

      I stopped doing that about a year ago. I’m tired of crying.

      I want to do something.

      “Why not?” I grab his hands. They feel paper-thin and they’re so cold. Like there’s no life in him. “Please, Daddy. I bet if she saw me, she’d want to help.”

      “She left us a long time ago. She doesn’t want to help us.”

      “Maybe she doesn’t want to help you, but she might want me.” That’s the only thing that gives me any hope, that my mom doesn’t realize how much I look like her, or how much I need her. Maybe she forgot about me. Maybe my daddy told her we didn’t want her, but that’s not true. I want her.

      I want her in my life so bad.

      He sighs again, more shaking of the head, more whispers of my name like I’m a hopeless, ridiculous little girl. I’m not. I’m growing up. Daddy might not see it, but it’s true.

      “It’s not going to happen,” he says firmly. “So for the love of Christ, stop asking for her like a little baby! She doesn’t care about us, okay? She doesn’t care about me and she definitely doesn’t care about you.”

      His tone is venomous. Final. He’s breathing hard when he finishes and I’m breathing hard too, tears streaming down my face, landing on my lips so I can taste the salt. We stare at each other, our chests heaving, our bodies trembling. Mine is at least, and I think his is too.

      “I hate you,” I whisper just before I turn and run to my room.

      “You don’t mean what you say,” he calls after me as I throw myself on my bed. “You don’t have anyone else, Jennifer Rae! And don’t you forget it!”

      I push my face into my pillow, trying to drown out his words, but I know he speaks the truth.

      I know he’s all I have.

      I know my mama doesn’t love me.

      I don’t know what I did to her to make her feel that way.
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      The only reason I’m at this college is because of him. How messed up is that? But it’s true. Rhett is why I’m at this university, and while I’m taking courses and actually doing well, all of that comes second to my true purpose.

      To get close to Rhett Montgomery.

      He could go to any college in the world, I’m sure, considering his family is so wealthy. But he chose to remain close to home and go to a state university near where he grew up, which is surprising. His mother went here, though, and I even read a newspaper article online that quoted him as saying he came to this university to be close to her, or some sentimental bullshit like that.

      Any normal girl would say, “Aw, how sweet,”, but I don’t get it.

      What I do get is that I’m done with being scared. Hiding in the shadows for the first eight weeks of the fall semester is pretty damn stupid—and cowardly. I’ve wasted half the semester alone just following him around like a stalker. But it took that long to even work up the courage to say something to him. Not that I was the one who approached him first. Of course, he had to notice me versus the other way around. The girl who pretended not to care about him, that’s the one he wanted to talk to.

      Not surprising though. I discovered pretty early that boys love a challenge. I lost my virginity when I was fifteen to my first serious boyfriend, a loudmouth guy two years older than me who could burp the alphabet after draining almost half a keg at the regular Friday night parties we’d all go to after the football games. All the girls laughed and thought he was so talented and funny while I merely rolled my eyes and told my one friend—Lyssa, who I miss terribly—that I thought he should be embarrassed by his so-called skills.

      Turned out he overheard my rude comment, and then he chased after me for weeks. I kept telling him no. Finally, I relented, broken down by his constant texting and walking with me in between classes. At one of those infamous Friday night parties, he got me drunk, took me up to his parents’ bedroom—they were away for the weekend, so it was his turn to hold the party—where he proceeded to kiss me all over my body and then take my virginity with a couple of swift pumps of his hips.

      Once he got inside, it was all over in less than five minutes. I was left with a searing pain between my legs, a wet spot beneath the mattress, and the dawning realization that I’d sacrificed my virginity to the boy who was popular for burping the alphabet.

      Talk about lame.

      But once it was over, it was over, and I could freely give away my body to any boy I might be interested in and not feel shame or guilt over it. It’s weird, but it was like once the bridge had been crossed, I never looked back. Any attention is good, right?

      Better than none at all.

      I’m not ashamed of the list of boys I’ve had sex with, but I’m not necessarily proud of that list either. Mainly because I never loved one of them. I can’t even say that I cared for any of them. Not in a deep and meaningful way.

      Does that make me callous? Probably. But sex is just sex. Love is for those who want to end up damaged for the rest of their lives. Look at my father, nursing his broken heart for years while the woman who ruined him for anyone else continues to live her life like he doesn’t even matter.

      Love is for idiots who want to hurt. Love is for suckers who think they need it in order to survive.

      Love doesn’t keep you alive. It bleeds you dry.

      I can pretend to fall in love with Rhett, though. That won’t be difficult. I’ve gotten good at pretending over the years. And once I’ve convinced him that I really care, he’ll take me right where I want to go.

      This is why I’m hanging around the gross diner just off campus, the one I know he likes to frequent with his friends on a Saturday afternoon. The place smells greasy and I want to go home so I can take a shower, but instead I’m drinking a bitter cup of coffee and messing around on my laptop, scrolling Pinterest. Really, I should be studying, or writing the essay that’s due in a few days. But I’m too anxious, too keyed up thinking about seeing Rhett and what I might say to him to concentrate on anything meaningful.

      I’m not disappointed when I finally spot him either. He enters the diner within twenty minutes of my arrival, surrounded by his frat brothers. My stupid heart trips over itself at seeing his dark brown hair wind-tousled and his cheeks pink with health, wearing a black sweater and jeans. He looks like he walked straight out of a goddamn Ralph Lauren shoot, the all-American rich boy who can do no wrong. I ignore the tingles of electricity I experience when our eyes lock, ignore my fluttering, nervous stomach when he slowly makes his way toward my booth, that giant smile on his face unabashed in his pleasure in finding me.

      “Why do we keep running into each other?” he asks, his voice warm, his eyes sparkling as he takes me in, as if I’m the best thing he’s seen in a long time.

      “Small town, I guess.” I shrug with so much fake nonchalance I pray he doesn’t realize what a phony I am. But he doesn’t. He’s too enthralled with me, which is unbelievable. I tried my best to look like the girls he takes photos with on social media, and I did it all on a budget too, while those girls probably spent way too much money on their hair, clothes, jewelry and whatever else they own.

      Me? I sorta already looked like them. I’m a dark blonde, and if I had more money, I’d pay for highlights, but that’s not going to happen. Instead, I bought a cheap curling iron at Walgreens and practiced and practiced until I got the waves just right. He seems to like girls with wavy hair. Subtle makeup. Sun-kissed good looks and big, toothy smiles. Luckily enough, my teeth are fairly straight—thanks, Dad—and I never had braces. I’m blue-eyed and pink-cheeked thanks to my mother. I’m pretty enough, and Rhett seems to like them pretty.

      What a superficial asshole.

      “I’ve never seen you here before,” he says, that smile still curling his lush mouth. His friends are calling his name but he’s ignoring them, completely focused on me.

      “I’m usually here in the morning.” This is a lie. Though my shift usually starts Saturday afternoon so normally I wouldn’t be here no matter what.

      “Well, lucky me that you’re here right now,” he says flirtatiously, his deep voice making my skin tingle. His smile grows and I find myself smiling in return. I almost stop, almost wear the scowl that wants to appear whenever he’s around.

      I need to smile, though, so I let go, offering him a quick one before I press my lips together, like I have to contain my excitement at his proximity.

      We remain quiet for a moment, just staring at each other, and I’m not sure how this is happening but I go along with it. His friends are still calling his name, the server having already seated them at a nearby booth. They don’t want him talking to me. They want to bask in his attention for a few hours more.

      I’m starting to get the sense that everyone wants to bask in Rhett Montgomery’s attention.

      Maybe even me.

      “Your friends are calling you,” I finally say.

      He glances over his shoulder, then returns his attention to me. “They can wait.”

      I’m surprised he’s putting talking to me above wanting to spend time with his friends. “Well, my homework can’t.” I gesture to the open textbook by my laptop. “Nice to see you again.”

      “Nice to see you again? That’s all I get?” He slides into the booth seat across from mine, leaning across the table like he wants to get closer to me. “I bet you don’t even remember my name.”

      “I bet you don’t remember mine either,” I toss back at him, tacking on an annoying giggle after I say it.

      He makes a face, like he knows I’m fake as hell. “Jensen.”

      “Rhett.”

      His smile is back, wider than ever. “You should come sit with us.”

      “No, thank you.” My voice is prim, like a snotty rich girl’s would be. Wouldn’t they find it hilarious to know that I spent my teenage years living in a mobile-home-slash-trailer, in the decrepit old fifth-wheel my dad called our new home right before I started eighth grade.

      One brow lifts. “My friends would love to meet you.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “It’s true.” He glances over his shoulder again, and they call out to him, a couple of choice words ringing in the air. The server glares, stomping over to their table to give them a lecture I suppose, and Rhett whirls around so he’s facing me once more, his expression full of amusement. “Or maybe not.”

      “Go hang out with your friends,” I tell him gently, wanting to give the impression that I am the perfectly understanding girlfriend. He might not have those types of serious thoughts about me—yet—but my good behavior can enter his subconscious, right?

      “Jensen. I want to see you again.” He reaches across the table and touches the top of my right hand, his warm fingers practically burning my skin. I snatch my hand away from his, my fingers trembling as I clutch my hands together in my lap.

      One casual touch from him and I feel like I’m going to erupt in flames.

      It’s terrifying.

      “I don’t have a lot of time,” I tell him, nibbling on my lower lip. Like it’s a major dilemma, being asked out by the hottest guy on campus.

      “What do you mean?” He’s frowning so hard he’s got wrinkles in his forehead.

      “I’m taking a heavy course load.” That’s true. “Plus, I work.” Also true. “Part-time, but it’s a lot to deal with.” Okay, that’s a lie. “And I just…I have so much on my plate.” Not so much that I wouldn’t use this guy to get close to the woman he calls Mom.

      I can rightfully call her Mom too. Even more than he can.

      Because here’s my big secret. The reason I want to get close to Rhett Montgomery. My mother, the fancy lady I saw in the magazines and newspaper articles my father had stashed in his desk, is named Diane Montgomery.

      She married Rhett’s dad. He is my…

      Stepbrother.

      Talk about twisted.

      “You gotta make time for fun, Jens.” No one has ever called me Jens before. Of course, this has been my name only for a couple of months so…

      “What are you doing tonight?” he asks.

      “Working.” True.

      “Where do you work?”

      I do not want to tell him where I work.

      “I clean offices at night, when no one else is around.” Lie.

      A big, fat lie.

      He’s frowning again. “That sounds dangerous.”

      Is he for real right now? “How?”

      “If no one is around, that means the parking lots are empty, the buildings are empty. Some creeper could totally attack you when you least expect it.” My eyes go wide and he immediately leans back against the seat, shaking his head. “Sorry. I didn’t want to scare you, but you know what I mean.”

      “I have a tiny bottle of mace on my keychain.” And I keep a pocketknife in my purse. I deal with a lot of creepers at work. He has no freaking idea how many.

      “Good.” He nods, placated by my lame declaration. “You want my advice?”

      “Oh, please.” Like this pretty boy has ever had to defend himself.

      “Kick them in the nuts if you’re ever attacked.”

      I nod, trying my best to remain solemn. Serious. “Good advice.” The best advice is go for the eyes and gouge them out if you can, but what does he know?

      “Since you’re so busy, being a big time working girl and all, you probably need a break. You should go out with me tomorrow then.”

      I’m taken off guard by his request. “But it’s Sunday.” What, like I go to church? Please, it’s more like I sleep in till the midafternoon since I don’t get home from work until late.

      “So? Go to brunch with me.”

      Where I come from, we don’t brunch. I don’t think I’ve ever been to brunch. Sometimes we would have to skip a meal because there was no food in the house, but I don’t think that counts.

      “Um, what time?” I ask, trying to sound casual. Inside, I’m a bundle of nerves.

      His smile returns yet again, flashing lots of shiny white teeth. “Eleven?”

      “Eleven thirty?” I counter.

      “Okay. Give me your number.” He flicks his chin at my crappy old iPhone with the broken screen and then pulls out his fancy new iPhone, opening it with a glance, his fingers poised over the screen.

      I rattle off my number, noticing the way my voice shakes, how my knees are knocking together. Crap, he’s making me nervous, and I told myself I wouldn’t get nervous. Not when I’m around him. He enters the digits into his phone and I immediately have a text notification pop up on my cracked screen.

      Grabbing my phone, I read his message.

      Tell me where you live.

      Glancing up from my phone, I send him a pointed look. “How about you tell me where we’re going and I’ll meet you there?” I don’t want him to know where I live. I really don’t want him to know much of anything about me.

      The less he knows, the better.

      “I wanted to pick you up. Be a gentleman.” He sounds sincere, which I find unbelievable. But maybe he is.

      Maybe Rhett Montgomery is too good to be true.

      “It’s easier if I can meet you. I have to work tomorrow afternoon.” Yet another lie, since I’m not on the schedule. Though if I wanted to go into work and catch a few extra hours, Don would let me.

      Don’s my boss. He’d let me do whatever I want if I would only spread my legs for him, but I won’t cross that line. I might not take sex seriously, but I take having sex with my boss very seriously.

      As in, I won’t do it.

      “I’ll text you the restaurant’s name and address. I still need to figure out where we’re going.” He slides out of the booth seat. “Talk to you later.”

      And then he’s gone.
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      So my job that I didn’t want to reveal to the precious, perfect Rhett? I work at a dance club.

      That’s code for strip joint.

      I’m not a stripper, though. I’m—oh my God—a topless server. Yes, it’s so degrading, but the tips are amazing and the money allows me to live on my own. I may live in a shit-hole, but it’s mine and I don’t have to share it with a stranger who’ll write her name on all her food in the refrigerator and have her slimy boyfriend stay over all the time.

      Yes, I’ve got an overactive imagination, thank you very much.

      I make good money, mostly in cash tips that go straight into my pockets, and my job allows me to go to school during the day and work at night. I have long, late hours, though. I come home past two in the morning, sometimes almost three. I’ve been propositioned for lap dances, blowjobs and the like more times than I can remember. Plenty of men—and women—have touched my ass. Pinched it, slapped it, cupped it, caressed it. That’s what happens when you walk around without a shirt on for hours at a time.

      If my dear, lovely mother knew what kind of person I turned out to be, she’d probably freak the hell out.

      Or maybe not, since she’s never seemed to care about me anyway.

      Did I mention that we haven’t seen each other since I was a baby? Not even two years old? Maybe I was around seventeen months when she left? I don’t know exactly—I can’t remember that far back—but I’ve heard the story countless times. That one night when she ran out on my dad and me after a huge fight and never came back.

      That was twenty years ago. It’s pretty sad that she could forget me so easily. Raise another family—three kids who aren’t even her blood—yet never acknowledge me.

      God, I hate that bitch. I hate those kids she raised too. And one of them I’m going to have to fuck and pretend I actually like it. Like him.

      I’ll deserve an Academy Award for my performance by the time I’m through.

      “You’re late,” Don says as the heavy door slams behind me. Employees use the entrance in the back of the club so we don’t have to deal with the customers first thing. Guests, Don calls them. Sounds classier, he’s always saying before he explodes with that phlegmy, gross laugh of his. Which then turns into a coughing fit, and I’m always afraid he’ll hack up a lung.

      “No, I’m not,” I say as I check the time just before I punch in for my shift. I head for the employee lockers where I’ll stash my bag and my sweatshirt, Don right on my heels.

      “Fine, fine,” he mutters. “So tell me. When you gonna jump on stage? You’re starting to get more requests.”

      I jerk open the metal door, shoving my bag inside before I turn to face him. “Never.”

      His pale blue eyes fill with disappointment. “You would be perfect out there. You have a fantastic body.”

      I’ve become used to people analyzing my body, and I’ve only worked here for a little over two months. I moved to this town to attend the university and got the job before school started. I needed money, fast, and this was the ideal solution to my cash flow problem.

      I turn away from him. “I’m a terrible dancer,” I tell the inside of my locker. Since my encounter with Rhett, I’ve been feeling extra low about coming to work tonight. If Rhett knew what I really did to earn money, he’d probably be disgusted.

      Shame washes over my skin at the thought of him finding me here, making me burn with embarrassment.

      “I bet you’re a better dancer than you think you are. You could probably really shake it on the stage.” Don says this stuff to me pretty much every time I come into work. He doesn’t know when to give up. “You’d look good on stage, Jen.”

      I tell everyone at work to call me Jen. It reminds me of who I really am. Sometimes I need that, so I don’t forget where I came from, or what my purpose is.

      “Just because I have nice tits doesn’t mean I should be shaking them on stage.” As if to prove my point, I whip off my sweatshirt, shove it into my tiny locker and slam the door before turning to face Don once more. I can tell it takes everything within him to keep his gaze fixed on my face and not let it drop to my chest. I’ve caught him staring at them before. He stares at all of us. “I’m perfectly happy working as a server.”

      Don’s gaze lingers on my breasts for a minute too long and I sorta want to slap him on the face for it. He’s such a perv. “You know you’d make a hell of a lot more money if you stripped, doll.”

      Always tempting. He knows where to get me. I’ve never really had money, so I have no idea what that’s like, to be comfortable financially.

      No. No way. Keep your eye on your long-term goal. Stripping isn’t it. Getting in good with the Montgomery family is where you’ll find your fortune.

      “I’ll consider your suggestion,” I say just to appease him, and he grins, his mouth opening like he’s going to say something I don’t want to hear. I start walking, heading for the bar so I can grab my tray and start taking orders. I came to work in my short, tight black skirt and high stiletto heels, wearing my favorite old gray sweatshirt temporarily so I can be semi-comfortable until it’s show time.

      And right now, it is definitely show time.

      “You mean it?” Don calls after me. He sounds so hopeful, I almost wish I was telling him the truth.

      “Sure,” I say halfheartedly, speeding up so I can lose him, which I easily do. Don isn’t the most physical guy, and we’ve all learned real fast that if you stay quick on your feet, you can outrun him most nights. The majority of us who work for Don want to outrun him as much as possible.

      The club is packed, the music loud and the multicolored lights that flash are almost blinding. I weave my way through the thick crowds, chin up, gaze not meeting anyone’s. I know they’re looking at my naked chest, and I know if I make eye connection with any of them, they’ll more than likely make a suggestive comment I’m not in the mood for.

      I’m almost to the bar when I hear a friendly voice and I nearly sag with relief. “Hey, hooker.”

      I smile at my coworker who calls all of us hookers, almost like it’s a term of endearment, which from her, I guess it is. Savannah is tough as nails and a college student like me, though she’s a senior set to graduate in the spring. She’s been working at City Lights since she was barely eighteen, and she’s seen it all. But she sticks it out since she needs the money. She’s fully funded her college education with her income and tips, and she plans on being a child psychologist someday.

      “Don try to get you to strip?” she finally asks when I don’t really say anything.

      “Of course.” I grab an empty tray but stay by Savannah’s side. She’s waiting for Chuck the bartender to make her drink order, and I should go start taking drink orders too since it looks busy tonight, but I’m not quite ready to face the crowds yet.

      “You finally give in and say yes?”

      “Of course not.”

      Savannah laughs and shakes her head. “That’s my girl. Don’t ever give in, or else you’ll end up like that.” She nods toward the stage, and we both watch the woman writhing on the floor in nothing but a see-through white G-string.

      Candy Raine is one of the longest-working strippers at City Lights, and one of the least popular because she’s so old. And when I say old, she’s barely thirty-five. That’s not ancient, not by a long shot, but in the stripper world it is. Candy can’t seem to do anything else. She has no other job, no other skills, and no ambition to get out of here either. Savannah always uses Candy as the prime example of what not to turn into.

      “Seven more months,” Savannah says as Chuck loads up her tray full of drinks. “Seven more months and then I can leave this hellhole once and for all and be done with this place. I cannot wait.”

      “I’m jealous,” I say wistfully, though deep down I’m not. I won’t be here as long as Savannah. I have a plan, one that’s way better than working at a strip club for the next four years of my life.

      “Just don’t get dazzled by the big tips and you’ll be fine. Keep your head on straight and eyes fixed on the end game. If you do that, lap dances and blowjobs in the back room won’t be your fate.” Savannah’s evil laugh rings as she grabs her tray and balances it over her head with one hand. “See ya.” She winks at me and then she’s gone, off making her way toward her various tables.

      “Better get on it,” Chuck urges, his gruff voice making me turn to look at him. He’s a good guy, not very affectionate, but you can tell he cares about us. He never gives me the creeps either, which makes me trust him more than any other guy that works at this club. “It’s extra busy tonight.”

      For the tiniest moment, I’m tempted to turn around and run out. Just keep running and never look back. If I could, I’d head all the way back home.

      I can’t go back there, though. My home is gone. Dad is gone. This is my reality now. Going to school and stalking some guy I’m supposed to pretend to like. Working at a strip club where I serve leering perverts their drinks while I walk around topless. This is my world.

      And I fucking hate it.
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      “You showed up,” Rhett says when he catches sight of me slowly approaching the restaurant. He rises from the bench he was sitting on, his eyes lighting up when they land on me and I can’t help but feel like there’s a spotlight following me as I walk toward him. Like we’re on a stage, putting on some sort of show for our invisible yet enthralled viewers, ready and eager to be tantalized by our burdening supposed-romance.

      “I said I would,” I reply lightly, stopping just in front of him. He’s dressed up in pressed khakis and a light blue button-down shirt, his sleeves rolled up to his elbows giving him a more casual air. Though I can tell by the way his clothes look and fit that they’re designer, more expensive than anything I own.

      Me? I tried to dress up in my best jeans, a plain white T-shirt and a cute burgundy cardigan I got on sale. I’m not even close to designer. I can’t afford anything expensive, unless it’s some collab with a designer at Target.

      That’s about as high end as I get.

      “I’m glad you kept your word.” His voice is a low murmur, heavy on the flirtation, and I remind myself that I can pretend to think he’s hot, but deep down I have to remember that I’m using him. I’m not attracted to him, I’m merely acting like I’m attracted to him.

      So I ignore the sizzle of awareness that zips through me at the sound of his sexy voice. Or the gentlemanly way he opens the door for me. And I definitely ignore the tingles that wash over my skin when he rests his hand on my lower back, guiding me into the restaurant.

      The very cute girl standing behind the hostess desk stands at attention when she catches sight of Rhett. She practically gobbles him up with her gaze as she checks him out, and I’m tempted to bare my territorial fangs and tell this bitch to back off, he’s mine.

      Yeah. That wouldn’t go over so well.

      Instead I smile politely at her as Rhett asks for a table for two. The hostess sends me a withering look as she grabs the tall, heavy-looking menus, and seems to put an extra swish in her step as she asks us to follow her.

      Rhett doesn’t even pay attention to her. His hand is still at my lower back, his fingers barely touching me, yet his body is so close to mine I can feel the heat radiating from him, smell his delicious, spicy-clean man scent. I’m not usually into this sort of thing, falling for a guy because of his scent or the way he touches me. I don’t fall for anyone period, friends or family and definitely not men who claim they’re interested in me. No one ever sticks around, you know?

      And the ones who do stick, usually need lots of help, like my dad.

      Once we’re seated and the hostess has left us alone, Rhett sets his menu on the table and studies me. “I really thought you weren’t going to show up for our date,” he confesses.

      I almost didn’t, not that I’d ever admit that to him. I’m surprised by his admission. “I would never do that, though I’m sorry I was running a little late.”

      “You should’ve texted and let me know what’s going on.” He sounds like an overly concerned boyfriend. I don’t know if I like it. His behavior should give me more reason to dislike him so I can cling to it. “I was kind of worried.”

      “I’m sorry,” I repeat, though I don’t sound sorry, and I think he knows it. I try to soften my snide words with an apologetic smile. He smiles in return, his gaze sticking to mine for a moment too long before I finally tear mine away and start checking out the menu.

      Dread fills me as I keep reading. The prices are outrageous and I try to find the cheapest option, though I’m starving. Like my stomach is growling loudly and I’m afraid he might hear it starving. And everything sounds so good, like dreamily, melt-in-my-mouth good. There’s a buffet too, and it includes unlimited mimosas. The alcohol sounds like a smart choice. Something to numb me, loosen me up—but not too loose—and make it easier for me to fake this so-called date.

      “I think I’m doing the buffet.” Rhett shuts his menu and I do the same, mimicking his movements. I read somewhere once, maybe on the Cosmo website, that you should use the same body language as your date, because that tells him you’re interested. “How about you?”

      “I think I want the same.” Please God, let him pay for my meal.

      “It was the unlimited mimosas that got you, right?” The lopsided smile Rhett flashes me makes me smile in return, all while I try my best to battle the heat that washes over me. He’s too quick with his smiles, with his seeming approval of everything I do. Makes me not trust him even more. “They’re my mom’s—well, my stepmom’s—favorite part of the brunch menu here. She loves this place.”

      The heat is gone, replaced by icy cold tendrils of fury. My entire body seems to sag under the weight of his words, the implication, the oh-so-casual way he talks about my mother.

      Not his.

      Mine.

      “Are you two…close?” It takes everything out of me to ask this question. My voice is strained, my throat burns and my eyes sting. I blink back the angry tears and shake my head once quickly, dismissing the emotion.

      Rhett’s smile is gone in an instant, and he seems to go cold too. Dormant. “Our relationship isn’t great. She’s not my mom, and when I was younger I reminded her of that fact every chance I got.”

      Interesting. Everything I see on the Internet tells a different story. But then again, you can tell whatever story you want on social media. What happens behind closed doors is another matter. “Did she boss you around?”

      “No. Well, yeah, I guess. She just—she tried to be my mom, and I didn’t want her to do that. I already had a mom, you know? And then she died.” His eyes go dark, his expression somber. He doesn’t like talking about his dead mother, not that I can blame him. I don’t want to tell him about my dead father, so the feeling is mutual. “She overstepped her boundaries a lot, especially when she first moved in with us. Still does.”

      “Because she’s always mothering you?” I practically spit the question out and I clamp my lips shut so I don’t say something awful. Talking about her is difficult, harder than I thought it would be.

      How she can be a mother to him and completely ignore me my entire life, I will never understand.

      “No, she doesn’t try to mother me.” He tilts his head to the side, like he’s trying to figure out what she is to him. Or more like he’s trying to figure out how to explain her to me. “Our relationship over the years has…changed.”

      “For the better?” Don’t act like you care too much. He’ll wonder what’s up with all the questions.

      “Not, necessarily.” His gaze lifts, locking on our server. “Ah, there’s our future mimosa angel.”

      I glance up to find a gorgeous platinum blonde standing beside our table, holding a small tablet and a stylus. Her smile is slow and sultry, and I study her carefully, hoping I can…what? Pick up tips? What’s up with this restaurant? Do they only hire beautiful women to work for them? “I’m guessing you two want the brunch with unlimited mimosas?”

      “You’re so smart.” Rhett hands over his menu and I do the same, though the server isn’t even looking in my direction as she takes the menu from me. Her focus is zeroed in on Rhett.

      Damn, that’s rude. Even when there’s a woman at the club—which is rare but still, it happens—I always make eye contact with her when I’m taking their drink order. Though most of the time they act embarrassed, like they can’t believe they’re at a strip club. Or maybe I’m making them uncomfortable by talking to them.

      Suppose I can’t blame them since I’m the one who’s topless.

      “I try my best.” The server is blatantly flirting. She even leans over a little bit, offering Rhett a glimpse of her chest via her deep V-neck shirt. “I’ll bring out the mimosas. Go ahead and help yourselves at the buffet. There are two chefs on duty today, at the waffle bar and the omelet bar.”

      “Thank you,” I murmur, though my words are pointless. It’s funny, how I want to blend in and not be noticed, yet I’m offended when the waitress doesn’t acknowledge me.

      The server saunters away and Rhett’s already getting out of his chair. “Ready to fix your plate?”

      “But my purse…” I point helplessly at my cheap black bag sitting at my feet. Not that anyone would want to steal it. All I see are a fleet of Louis Vuitton, Chanel and Gucci bags in this restaurant. I might be broke, but one of my favorite things to do is read fashion blogs. I look at the pretty photos and dream.

      Rhett doesn’t even look at my pitiful bag, thank goodness. “It’ll be fine. No one will take it.”

      If someone steals it, which I doubt, I know Rhett will replace whatever I lose, and that isn’t much. Pushing my worry away, I rise to my feet and follow him to the buffet line, grabbing a plate and staring in wonder at all the food spread out before me. So much fruit, so many pastries. Bacon and sausage and hash browns and country potatoes. There are salads and thinly sliced deli meats, a bagel and toast section, and the chef at the waffle bar is beckoning me to come to him, so I do.

      He prepares me a Belgian waffle and tops it with fresh strawberries and whipped cream. I quickly grab a few pieces of bacon and then I head back to the table, my shabby purse sitting right where I left it. Rhett hasn’t returned yet, and I wonder if I should wait for him before I start eating.

      My stomach growls in protest at the thought.

      “Here’s your drinks.” The server appears, placing our mimosas on the table. Her gaze lands on my plate and she wrinkles her nose. “You’re really going to eat all that?”

      I glance at my plate, wondering what she’s complaining about. This is the biggest meal I’ve had in weeks. Possibly in years, especially since I’m not through yet. I’ll probably go back through the buffet at least once, maybe even twice. “Yeeeaaah.” I draw the word out, like duh. I don’t know what her problem is.

      “That’s just—so many calories on one plate.” Her gaze shifts to my body and she offers up a blatant perusal. “You must work out.”

      Running all over a strip club while carrying drinks and avoiding grabby-handed customers is about as much of a workout as I get. “Sometimes,” I say with a shrug.

      “Well, if you want my advice, sugar is the devil,” she sing-songs.

      My fingers itch to slap the smug smirk on her face. I bet she’d love to see me fatten up as I shove the food in my mouth. Picking up my fork, I puncture a whipped-cream-covered strawberry and bring it to my lips. “Didn’t ask for your advice, but thanks anyway.”

      She shoots me a dirty look before taking off and I plop the strawberry in my mouth, the juicy sweetness exploding on my tongue. Wow, this is good.

      I grab another forkful of strawberry and whipped cream and consume it, closing my eyes for the briefest moment. I haven’t even got to the good part yet—the warm, crunchy, sweet waffle. I open my eyes and reach for the syrup on the table, pouring a light stream of it on top of my waffle just as Rhett returns and sits down across from me.

      “Their waffles are delicious,” he says.

      I examine his plate—the one that’s waffle-free. “Why didn’t you get one?”

      He smiles, seemingly embarrassed. “I’m training right now, so I can’t eat too much junk.”

      “Training for what?” I know what he’s in training for. I know everything about this guy that I could find in my extensive Google search and hardcore sleuthing on his social media.

      “Basketball.” He shrugs when I give him my best ooh I’m impressed look. “I’m just okay. I mostly play as a stress reliever. I won’t go pro or anything.”

      “You really don’t think so?” In some of my Rhett Montgomery research, the sports-related articles have mentioned that he has extreme potential, but he’s not what they consider tall enough.

      “Nah. I’m not a giant like the rest of the pros.” He shrugs again before he starts eating from his bowl of fruit.

      “You’re pretty tall, though.” That was another thing I read in that online article about dating. Compliment them. Build them up. Be a fangirl. I’m not real good at that, but I can learn. This is a start.

      “Not tall enough.” He says it so matter-of-factly, I’m taken aback.

      “And you’re okay with that? It’s not your dream, to play for the pros?”

      “I’m just being realistic. I’m decent, but I’m not a superstar, and I’m not built like a superstar either.” He stops eating to take a drink of his mimosa, his gaze never leaving mine. I can’t look away either, which is unsettling.

      What is so enthralling about this guy anyway?

      “Being realistic is no fun,” I tell him with a mock pout, my lips pursed.

      He doesn’t smile or laugh, though. Just keeps watching me, his expression serious. “What about you? What are your dreams?”

      I’m taken off guard by his question. A question no one has ever really asked me before. “Um…” My voice drifts and I realize my mind is void. Empty. As if I don’t have any dreams.

      Well. I do dream of taking down my mother in every horrible way possible, but I can’t tell him that. He’ll think I’m a total psycho.

      “Come on.” Rhett shifts in his seat, leaning forward, his hawk-like gaze still trained on mine. “There’s got to be something you want. Something you hope for.”

      “I want to graduate college.”

      He dismisses my statement with a wave of his fingers. “Boring. Dig a little deeper.”

      “What’s your dream?” I toss back at him, trying to change the subject. I don’t want to talk about my hopes and dreams. I’ve lived pretty much my entire life without any.

      What’s the point in starting now?

      “Aw, come on. Don’t dodge my question.” He’s smiling, but there’s a determined gleam in his eyes that throws me. I don’t like how intent he is on finding out my dreams. Maybe they’re none of his damn business. “Tell me. You’ve got to have at least one. One secret wish for your future.”

      “Peace and harmony?” I joke, but he’s not having it. Neither am I. In fact, I’m starting to get pissed. “Look, I barely know you. I don’t feel comfortable sharing all of my secret hopes and dreams and fears with you, okay?”

      “Hey, sorry.” He leans back in his chair, seemingly shocked. I didn’t mean to sound so hostile, but I can’t have him trying to dig around and figure out what drives me to do what I do. I have to keep up my carefully constructed wall around me at all times when I’m with him.

      I can’t have emotional outbursts in front of him either, so I need to calm the hell down before he decides I’m not worth it.

      Taking a deep breath, I exhale slowly and then say, “Look, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to jump all over you.”

      “No, I get it. It’s okay. I’m sorry too. I forget that other people aren’t like me.”

      Oh God. Please don’t tell me he’s going to give me a bunch of crap about how he’s different than other guys and I’m supposed to fall for it. “What do you mean by that?”

      “It probably seems weird, but I don’t mind telling strangers my secrets.” When I send him a look, he continues, “I’m serious. We don’t know each other that well. Who are you going to tell my secrets to? If I confess all to someone I’m close with, then they’ll blab to whoever will listen, mostly to people who know me. And that’s usually the people I don’t want to know my secrets. I can’t risk it.”

      He is oddly making sense to me. He’s also admitting he has secrets. I want to know every single one of them—so I can use them against him when the time is right.  “So what you’re saying is, I’m not a risk.”

      “Not yet.” His gaze warms when it drops to my mouth for the briefest moment. I go warm too, and I tell myself to get over it. “But you might be.”

      I hate what he just said. I hate worse my reaction to his words. He wants to keep seeing me. He’s implying he wants me to become a risk. I should be thrilled. I’ve got him right where I want him.

      Instead, I’m nauseous. My food doesn’t sound so good anymore, and I can feel a headache coming on. I didn’t expect to feel awful. To almost feel...sorry for him. And that’s totally ridiculous, because I don’t care about this guy. I can’t care about him at all. He’s the enemy. For years I’ve hated him, and at one point, I focused all my blame on him for taking my mother away from me.

      Stupid, right?

      But this boy sitting across from me knows her. Grew up with her. Complains about her like he has every right to, when he doesn’t. He so doesn’t.

      She belongs to me. She’s my mother.

      “I’ll probably always be a risk to you,” I tell him, using my knife and fork to cut into my waffles. Anger surges inside of me, reminding me that I’m pretty freaking hungry after all, and I’ve barely touched my plate. I happily shovel a forkful of waffles into my mouth, nearly moaning with pleasure at the taste.

      “You’re saying that we’ll never get close.” His voice is flat. Did I upset him? I suddenly don’t care if I did.

      I shrug. “Take it as you will.”

      “I’m taking what you said as a challenge.” I lift my head up, my guilty gaze meeting his. “And I love a challenge. You’ll find this out about me, I promise.”

      Great, he’s determined. I shouldn’t be surprised. This is exactly what I wanted. For Rhett to chase after me.

      “I need more bacon,” I tell him, shoving some in my mouth while he laughs at me.

      That’s okay. He can think I’m joking.

      After all, I’ll get the last laugh.
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      I’m one of those weird millennials who doesn’t like social media much, except when using it for stalking purposes. And fine, on occasion, I like Instagram. But I mean, let’s be real—pretty much everyone in my age group is addicted to social media.

      The reason? They don’t know how to live their life without it. Think about it. If someone took the Internet away, or their phones away, and threw them in a dumpster fire, or if the President of the United States banned all social media for life, I’m sure a ton of people in their early to late twenties would up and die. Just flat out not exist any longer.

      I’m sure there would be a ton of people of all ages who would freak out and rather die than live without social media and/or their phones. That’s how dependent our society has become.

      I was raised differently. I know, I know I sound like that typical girl who’s all, “But I’m soooo different. Not like other people at all. I’m special.” Like I just mentally accused Rhett of acting on our brunch date.

      But when you grow up broke, when you don’t have much food to eat in the fridge, cell phones and the Internet are a total luxury, one I never had until I was sixteen, the summer before my junior year. That’s when I got my first crappy little phone with its crappy little plan, and I was so damn happy I thought I would burst. I believed my new phone would become my new best friend. The connection to a whole other world I was always seeking, yet somehow never realized it until now.

      Then I discovered what a time suck my phone became and that it’s really hard to function on social media when you’re not very social.

      As in, I didn’t have a lot of friends. I still don’t. Friends are hard to come by. I have one I can count on, but I don’t talk to her that much. I’m too busy planning my revenge. She’s busy living her actual life. We have different priorities right now.

      Ha ha, I’m so funny, but you know what I mean.

      Anyway, I have all the accounts I should. Facebook (never use it). Twitter (don’t understand it, don’t want to understand it), Instagram (my favorite), Tumblr (used to be my favorite, now I don’t know what to do with it), Pinterest (biggest time suck in all the land) and Snapchat (half the time I don’t know what I’m doing).

      But you see, I don’t want to share my life with anyone else, especially virtual strangers. No one cares that much about my pitiful life, am I right?

      I was shocked to see Rhett requested to follow me on Instagram the afternoon of our brunch date, and that he added me on Snapchat that night. I accepted his request and followed him back on IG, scrolling through his feed and immediately getting bored.

      I’ve already scrolled through his feed before. Countless times. He has a public profile, which made it easier for me to stalk him. He shows off on IG, how great his life is, where he travels, all his friends, all the girls.

      We get it, your life is perfection.

      I couldn’t add him on Snapchat before we started talking, though, since it tells you every person who adds you and I couldn’t risk it. I didn’t want him to think I was some stalker set out to get his fine ass, like every other girl on campus who lusts after him.

      But when he added me a couple of days ago, I went ahead and added him right back. Not that I could see much. Snapchat allows you to post on your story, and some people do it excessively, but not Rhett. There were no stories from him to look at, and he hadn’t even snapped me back after I added him, for whatever reason, I don’t know.

      I’m not the kind to make the first approach, but in this moment, I decided to hell with it, and I sent him a snap. A selfie of me, making a face, my tongue sticking out. Below my face, I typed, what are you up to? and then sent it.

      Rhett immediately snaps me back, a selfie of him and the words. Nothing much. How bout u?

      I decide to tell him the truth, something I’m not used to.

      Bored.

      He takes the conversation to chat. Same. Though I should be doing homework.

      I should be too. One thing I shouldn’t be doing is talking with him. Or…

      Maybe I should. I keep automatically throwing up these walls, mentally listing all the reasons why I shouldn’t talk to him or see him or spend time with him. When that’s exactly what I should be doing—spending time with him. How else am I going to get closer to Rhett?

      What I really need is for him to take me to Daddy and Stepmama’s house so I can meet them. Look that woman straight in the eyes and silently defy her to not recognize me.

      That’s my ultimate goal.

      My phone dings with a notification, letting me know Rhett responded, and I check it.

      I want to see you again.

      I stare at the words he just typed, unsure as how to answer. He’s bold. He just asks for what he wants and isn’t afraid of the consequences. I’m not used to that. My father was weak. He didn’t know how to ask for what he wanted. If he did, I wonder if he’d still have my mother in his life.

      Chewing on my lower lip, I consider how I should answer him. My fingers hover over the cracked screen, fingernails tapping. I’m sitting on the saggy couch in my living room, textbooks scattered around me, the sun slowly going down, making my shack of a house grow darker and darker. Reminding me just how alone I really am.

      I’m pretty busy this week. This isn’t a lie. I have class, I have to work Wednesday and Thursday nights. Friday night I’m off, but Saturdays are always busy, so I never get time off then.

      Too busy to go out to dinner with me?

      Maybe.

      I add a winking emoji to let him know I’m flirting. Hopefully he takes the bait.

      Come on. You need to go out and have fun sometime, right?

      He adds a winking emoji right back.

      Okay, good. He is flirting. This I can work with. It’s a lot easier to do this over Snapchat versus in person.

      But I do need to play hard to get.

      You’re so right. But I’m just really focused right now.

      There. That answer should work.

      Focused on having no fun? I smile despite my annoyance. He’s persistent, I will give him that. You doing anything Friday night? Or is your schedule too full?

      It’s like he reached into my brain and saw my schedule for the week.

      Actually, I’m free.

      Not anymore. You’re going out. With. Me.
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      There’s been this ball of nerves resting in the pit of my stomach since my text conversation with Rhett on Monday night. Anticipation and dread about my dinner date with him on Friday. He’s been consistently snapping and texting me since I agreed to go with him, and I respond dutifully. I’ve started to wait for his snaps, my heart racing every time the notification sounds.

      Since I don’t really talk to anyone else, those notifications are all from him. I’ve discovered a few things about Rhett Montgomery. Intimate, personal things I didn’t pick up on when I did my online stalking.

      One, he’s very chatty. He will send me these long-winded texts and I respond to him with a yeah, or sure. I bet that drives him crazy. But it’s like the guy has a lot to say, and it’s not total bullshit either. He’s…God, I can’t believe I’m admitting this, but he’s interesting.

      He’s also smart. I like talking to him. He makes good conversation, and he’s never boring.

      Protective. Always asking me if I’m okay, if I’m safe, like he actually cares. He doesn’t even know me, yet that doesn’t seem to matter.

      Kind. Rhett’s also kind, it complements his protectiveness. He’s nice to the rude server at the restaurant, he talks about his friends and family in such a way that I can actually feel his love for them. That sounds corny, but it’s true.

      Flirtatious. Very flirtatious. He says things that allude to his attraction toward me. He likes me. He’s into me. I know this because that’s exactly what he says. Plus, the last couple of nights, he’s sent me photos of him just out of the shower, hair wet and no shirt on, his dark gaze smoldering as he stares into the camera. From what I can tell he has a broad set of muscular shoulders and a nice body.

      He’s hot. There’s no denying it.

      It’s hard for me to trust if all this flirtatious protectiveness is real, though. It feels too good to be true.

      Phony.

      That’s what I keep telling myself. He’s fake. No one can be that sweet, that sexy, that interested in a girl he barely knows. It’s got to be an act.

      It has to be.

      I had to break down and let Rhett pick me up at my house, after he kept telling me again and again he wanted to come get me.

      You don’t have a car. You’ll have to ride the bus to meet me at the restaurant, he told me when I asked where he was taking me. Let me come get you.

      I just told myself that when he arrives at my house, I have to meet him out front, so he can’t come inside. Not that I have anything to hide—my true identity isn’t obvious, I’ve hidden everything I own that refers to Jennifer Fanelli, not that he’d have a clue who that is.

      And not that there’s much to Jennifer Fanelli in the first place.

      Truthfully? I don’t want him to see my meager belongings and judge me for it (he’d never judge you for it, he’s the perfect almost boyfriend!). Everything I own came from a thrift shop, Walmart or Target, and some of my furniture I even found on the side of the road, like the scratched-up coffee table and the dresser in my bedroom with the drawers that don’t open all the way.

      Thank God for Savannah. When I spotted the furniture, I called her up to meet me in front of the house with the dresser and coffee table waiting on the sidewalk. She helped me shove the rickety furniture in the trunk of her car, the both of us laughing the entire time as we tried our best not to break anything.

      She’s my first real friend here, yet I’m not real with her. Not at all.

      I go all out for the date, wearing my best jeans and an old pair of black slip-on Vans that still look decent. I splurged and bought a new black long-sleeved T-shirt. So simple, yet it looks pretty good on me—everyone looks good in black, right? Savannah recently cleaned out her makeup stash so I used some of the stuff she gave me, adding layers of mascara to my eyelashes and slicking on the berry-colored lipstick until my lips shine.

      Checking my reflection in the mirror, I tell myself I look good. Good enough. I blew my dark blonde hair straight and I’m wearing the tiny diamond earrings my dad said belonged to my mom. They’re not real—she got them on QVC or the Home Shopping Network, he couldn’t remember—but she left them behind when she left us, and I’ve kept them with me my entire life.

      For some weird, stupid reason, they make me feel closer to her.

      By the time I hear a car pull up in front of my place, I’m already out the door and locking it, leaving the front porch light on, the dingy yellow glow better than complete darkness when I return home. It’s cold out—a storm is supposed to move in tomorrow and I sort of wish for a coat, but it’s too late now. No way am I going back inside. Rhett might follow me in.

      “Hey.” Rhett is already out of his sleek black car and jogging up the front walk toward my front door. “You’re ready, huh.”

      “Why do you sound so disappointed?” I’m teasing him, but I also want to know his answer.

      He stops just in front of me, tall and broad, clean and fresh. I can smell his soapy scent, appreciate his floppy damp hair, the appreciative glow in his eyes no doubt matching my own. There’s no denying Rhett is attractive, and for the briefest moment, I wallow in his dreamy good looks. “I was hoping to meet your roommate.”

      I blink at him, trying to compute what he said until it finally sinks in. “I don’t have a roommate.”

      He frowns, his dark brows furrowed. Damn it, he’s extra cute when he does that. “Are you serious?”

      “Why are you so surprised?”

      “Everyone I know has a roommate.”

      “Including you?” I already know the answer to this question.

      “Yeah, including me.” He looks at my dark house, his brows still furrowed. “So you live here alone.”

      “I sure do.”

      “How can you afford it?” His gaze meets mine.

      “Look at this neighborhood.” I hold up my arms, waving at the houses nearby. My voice is full of amusement, but deep down inside, I burn with shame. “It’s not the best side of town, so rent is cheap.” Well, not that cheap, but definitely less expensive than his neighborhood, I’m sure.

      “Looks dangerous.” He sounds almost…angry. On my behalf?

      Probably.

      Like I said, too good to be true.

      “It’s not that bad.” It’s awful, but it could be worse. My neighbor is kind of shady, pretty sure he’s a dealer, but I mind my own business.

      Now Rhett’s examining the neighbor’s house, the street, the entire neighborhood. “I don’t like thinking of you alone here, especially at night.”

      I’m so tempted to roll my eyes, but I keep myself in check. “You don’t like thinking of me alone anywhere.” I grab hold of his hand—ignoring the electricity that sparks between us when our skin touches—and we start walking toward his car. “You shouldn’t worry so much.”

      He lets me lead him. “It sounds like you need someone to worry about you.”

      “I can take care of myself.” I send him an irritable look, but it fades when I see the way he’s smiling at me.

      “I like this independent woman thing you’ve got going on, but it’s okay to let someone take care of you every once in a while, you know.” His smile grows. “You should give it a try sometime.”

      “With you?” I raise my brows, trying to ignore the way my heart beats rapidly against my chest, or the hot flush that sweeps over my skin.

      “Maybe.” He winks, actually winks as he lets go of my hand and opens the passenger-side door for me. I climb inside the expensive sports car, the leather-tinged-with-Rhett scent enveloping me the moment he shuts the door.

      It takes him maybe ten seconds to get into the car, but I’m already irritated by then. Saying I should let him take care of me, who the hell does he think he is? I refuse to depend on anyone but myself. I am the key to my own destiny, and I will never forget it.

      “I hope you like Italian,” he says as he starts the car with a push of a button, something I’ve never seen before. The engine purrs, he revs the car with a steady push of the gas pedal and then we’re off, peeling down the street with a squeal of brakes, Rhett shifting the car into gear smoothly, like some sort of goddamn professional.

      I’ll look back on this night later and remember this is the moment I realize I’m in way over my head.
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      Il Gabbiano is the finest Italian restaurant in town—at least, according to the sign outside the building, it is. Rhett opens my car door for me, taking my hand as we walk through the parking lot, his fingers warm and sure as they tuck around mine. I cling to him, his solid heat drawing me in, making me want to do and say crazy things.

      Instead, I focus on my upcoming performance, praying I’m wearing the right thing, scared I’m going to do or say something stupid to mess this up.

      Being with him makes me feel insecure. Is it because I’m an imposter? Am I scared of getting caught?

      Yes. A thousand times yes.

      “Jensen.”

      His sexy deep voice knocks me from my worrying thoughts. “What?” My head snaps up to find he’s watching me carefully. So carefully, I’m almost scared he can read my mind.

      “Did I tell you that you look beautiful tonight?” He squeezes my hand as we approach the restaurant, slowing his pace so I have no choice but to stop with him.

      My cheeks go hot. I’m not used to the constant compliments. They make me uncomfortable, especially when I remember what I’m doing. “Yes, you did. But thank you again.”

      He told me I looked beautiful on the drive over, when I caught him staring at me while we waited at an intersection for the light to turn green. He’d seemed entranced with me, and let me tell you, that’s heady stuff. No one ever seems to care about me. I just…move through life without affecting anyone.

      With Rhett, it feels like he actually wants to be a part of my life. That he’s so grateful I’m here with him. That should make me feel strong, right? Like he’s giving me all the power and eventually, I can use it against him.

      But I don’t feel strong. His words and actions make me unsure. Make me doubt I’m doing the right thing, when I’ve never wavered from my purpose before.

      I don’t like it.

      “You seem nervous.” With his other hand, he pushes wayward tendrils of hair away from my cheek, his fingers a lingering caress on my skin. I can’t stop the shiver that takes over me and he feels it, I know he can. Without a word, he leans in and I tilt my head back, his mouth hovering above mine. Right there in front of the restaurant where everyone can see us, he kisses me. The barest brush of lips, his kiss is the lightest touch, yet somehow grabs hold of my heart and strangles it until I feel like I can’t breathe.

      “This isn’t a test,” he murmurs after he lifts his lips away from mine.

      I frown. “What do you mean?”

      “I don’t want you tense or nervous. I don’t want anything from you that you can’t give.” There he goes again, seemingly reading my mind. “I just want to get to know you better.” He taps the tip of my nose with his index finger. “A lot better.”

      His words throw me. I’ve always been someone’s secret. My mother’s. The boys I’ve been with…no one wants to admit they know me. Here’s Rhett kissing me in front of a restaurant, holding my hand like we’re a real couple, saying such sweet things that should make me wary but instead his words make me want to melt.

      And I can’t melt. I need to remain ice-cold. No feelings, no emotions. That way, no one can hurt me.

      “Why me?” I blurt, snagging my hand out of his so I can step away from him. I need the distance. I know this isn’t the best spot to have this discussion, but I’m seized with the sudden urge to know exactly why he’s acting this way.

      “Now I have to ask you what you mean.” He scratches the side of his head, looking adorably confused.

      “We see each other a couple of times and now you’re taking me to dinner and it feels like there are all these expectations—” Stop talking, stop talking! “—and I don’t know why you chose me.”

      “I’m drawn to you. Isn’t that a good enough reason?”

      It’s the answer my old self wants. It’s the answer Jennifer is immensely pleased with—and yes, I just referred to myself in the third person. I set out to trap him and it happened quicker than I imagined. Here he is, interested in me, taking me out to an expensive dinner and most likely secretly hoping he’ll be peeling my panties off my body with his teeth by the end of the night. Normally I’d give my body to him without question. That was always the plan.

      Instead, my insecurities come flying out, making me say stupid stuff, just like I feared. Again, I’m about to blow it and that’s the last thing I need.

      Stay. Focused.

      “Yes.” I breathe a sigh and nod once, to reaffirm my answer. “That’s a good enough reason.”

      “Great. Now that we’ve got that settled…” he says just before he kisses me again, a quick one that takes me by surprise. “Let’s go eat,” he murmurs, and all I can do is blink up at him, trying to bring his handsome face back into focus. By the time I recover, he’s holding my hand again, leading me toward the restaurant entrance, and I follow along blindly, nearly tripping over the sidewalk.

      As we enter the building, I’m immediately dazzled by the stark white interior and the open ceiling with its crisscrossing rough-hewn beams. There are colorful flower arrangements everywhere, their lush, fresh scent lingering in the lobby, and I take a deep breath, savoring the smell. This place reeks of money. It’s expensive, classy, like nowhere I’ve ever been before.

      Two men clad in sharp black suits stand behind a high counter, and as we approach them I can see they’re scanning an extensive list with fierce concentration. One of them glances up when Rhett says he has a reservation and offers his name. The one man stands a little straighter, calling Rhett Mr. Montgomery with a touch of awe and respect. He nods at his coworker before leading us deep into the restaurant, until we’re at a table by an expansive window that overlooks the river that runs through town. Candlelight flickers in the pale gold votive resting in the center of the table, casting its glow upon the single white rose sitting in a crystal vase by the window.

      My palms are sweating as the host holds the chair out for me, and I practically fall into it, shocked when he gently pushes my chair closer to the table. He takes the napkin from the plate and shakes it out before draping it across my lap, and I can only sit there, unsure of what to say or what to do next. I mutter a thank-you when he finishes, and my gaze cuts to Rhett, who’s watching me with amusement, his mouth curled into a lopsided smile.

      I both want to smack and kiss that smile off his face.

      “You’ve never been to a place like this before.”

      My cheeks heat with embarrassment and I’m thankful for the dim lighting so he can’t see me blushing. “Guess I’m not used to strange men doing things for me,” I admit. That’s better than confessing I don’t know how to function in fancy restaurants. I need him to believe I can be a part of his world, that I would fit in seamlessly, no matter what the situation is.

      “The food here is fantastic.” His change of subject tells me he must sense my nervousness, and he tears his gaze away from mine, cracking open the menu. “I’m starving.”

      “Me too.” Not really. I’m too nervous to eat, too freaked out I’ll screw something up and prove to Rhett I don’t belong here. I don’t belong with him.

      “Do you have a preference for anything?” He skims the menu, his lips slightly pursed, a lock of thick hair falling over his forehead. I watch him instead of checking my meal options, captivated by his dark good looks, the way he sinks his teeth into his lower lip, as if he’s concentrating really hard.

      This is all supposed to be pretend, but why does tonight feel so real? I’m barely in and I’m already taking it way too seriously. He’s just so good-looking and charming and oh my God, what am I even doing?

      Suddenly Rhett glances up, his gaze meeting mine, and his knowing smile tells me I’ve been caught staring.

      My heart thumping out of control, I jerk my gaze back to the menu, squinting as I try to make out the minimal descriptions, trying my best to ignore the outrageous prices. Everywhere he takes me, I can’t afford. I can’t even understand what’s on this stupid menu since it’s written mostly in Italian.

      Situations like this remind me that I’m completely out of my element, though I knew this from the very start. I somehow forgot, though, that the Montgomery family moves in a different stratosphere than mine.

      I remember he asked me if I had any preferences and I finally answer him.

      “Um, what do you recommend?” I can’t say spaghetti, because that is my favorite Italian dish, but it’s also the most common Italian dish there is. What in the world is antipasto? Some sort of appetizer? I can figure out insalata, and even minestra, salad and soup. Oh, I recognize fettucine alfredo, since I had that once at the Olive Garden. Dad took me there for my twelfth birthday, when things were better, and he was better too. When we had a little more money and we could splurge on special occasions, but that was it.

      “Any of the risottos are good,” Rhett says, and I nod. Okay, I can do that. I’ve watched Hell’s Kitchen before—I actually know what risotto is, since Gordon Ramsey makes it all the time. My gaze jumps to the risotto section, and my eyes go wide when I see the prices. I can’t believe rice costs that freaking much. “Plus, all of their pasta is homemade, and it’s amazing,” he continues.

      “Nice.” I nod, anxiety rising within me, making it even harder to focus. I don’t know what to get, and I’m afraid I’ll say it wrong when I’m asked what I want. I’m not in the mood to make a fool of myself tonight either.

      One tiny mistake could ruin everything.

      Snapping the menu shut, I smile at Rhett when his gaze meets mine once more. “Will you order for me?”

      He appears surprised by my request, but he rolls with it. He’s so easygoing, it’s downright unreal. “Sure, if you’re okay with that. Are you interested in a particular dish?”

      “I’m interested in whatever you think is good.” I sit up straighter and stretch my lips into a closed-mouth smile, trying to look like an agreeable date so hopefully he’ll want to see me again. God, it’s so difficult, striving for perfect all the time. “Surprise me.”

      “Really?” He sounds excited and he raises his eyebrows. “You trust me enough to order for you?”

      I don’t trust you for shit, I want to tell him, but I don’t. I can only imagine the hurt that would cross his face at my words. I get the feeling he’s not used to insults. He grew up having an idyllic, carefree life with my bitch of a mother showering all of her affection on him while I didn’t even get a scrap.

      “I’m sure whatever you choose, I’ll love,” I say carefully, immediately wishing I could snatch back my use of the word love.

      I don’t throw that word around lightly. Love isn’t a good or easy emotion. It’s painful and hard and only ends up hurting you.

      That’s all love has ever done for me.

      He points his index finger at me. “I promise you won’t regret this.”

      I’m sure I will. I’m sure I’ll regret everything that will eventually happen between Rhett and me. But there’s no going back now.

      I’m all in.
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      Five years ago

      

      “Where’ve you been.”

      The sharp voice sounds in the utter darkness just after I shut the front door with a quiet thud. Gasping, I whirl around and the lamp clicks on, casting dirty yellowish light on my father, who’s sitting on the sagging couch, clad only in a stretched-out white T-shirt and a pair of faded boxers.

      “Out.” I clear my throat when I hear the squeakiness of nerves.

      He gives me that look, the one shrewd and full of distrust. “With who?”

      “Friends.” A boy. One my father wouldn’t approve of, and that’s what makes him extra exciting. After the Burper—my first sexual experience—I found someone else to be with. We’re not in a real relationship or anything, we just like to fuck. His words.

      He thinks I’m some sort of miracle girl brought down from the heavens.

      “You sure you don’t want a boyfriend?” Nathaniel asked earlier, right after he was done with me in the backseat of his car. He’s seventeen, a senior, a bad boy, a smoker, a drinker, a fornicator. He is everything I am not, yet wish to be. And he’s recruiting me over to the dark side, slowly but surely.

      “Positive,” I told him, my tone extra dry. And bored. Always bored. Boys get their rocks off and girls get a boy sweating and grunting while thrusting inside their body. This one doesn’t care about my pleasure, just like the Burper. “Got a cigarette?” I asked him when I noticed he was staring at my tits.

      He eagerly handed it over, probably hopeful I’d give him a blowie or a hand job, but forget that. He already got what he wanted. He wasn’t getting it twice.

      “What friends?” Daddy asks, his vicious tone bringing me back to the present. “You don’t have any friends.”

      I’m offended, more because he’s right than by what he actually said. I don’t have any friends beyond one, and Alyssa and I don’t hang out that much. It’s hard for me to get close to anyone.

      I don’t trust easily.

      “You don’t know them—” I start, but he cuts me off with a look.

      “Them. You’re not referring to girls. More like boys. Or just one boy.” He spits the last word out. “Don’t bother lying. I know what you do when you leave our home.”

      Our home? I almost laugh in his face. Where we live isn’t a home. It’s a shit-hole. A dirty, rundown trailer. We are the epitome of trash. I don’t let anyone know where I live for fear they’d never stop teasing me about it.

      “You don’t know crap,” I mutter, turning to walk to the back of the trailer, where my bed is. But the trailer is small and my dad is somehow extra fast, because next thing I know, he’s stopping me from going anywhere, one hand on my arm, fingers pressing into my skin so hard I’m afraid I might bruise. I try to jerk away from his hold, but his fingers tighten.

      Trapping me.

      “I know more than you think,” he rasps, his gaze narrowed, eyes full of disgust. “You look like a slut. That skirt barely covers your butt.”

      A gasp escapes me and my chest tightens. He’s never called me anything so awful before. “Let go of me.” I struggle to get away from him, but he only squeezes tighter.

      “You’ve been with a boy. You smell like it.” He leans in closer and sniffs, his lips curling. “You smell like sex.”

      I want to die of embarrassment. I want to punch him in the stomach, knee him in the balls, do something to cause him even a fraction of the pain he just inflicted on me with his horrific words. I can’t even bother denying what he said, because he’s right. I probably do smell like sex.

      Sex and cigarettes and Nathaniel’s overpowering Axe cologne.

      “You’re just like her,” Daddy says, giving me a little shake. My gaze meets his and I see all the anger and pain swirling there. This is a chronic problem. He’s always thinking of her, never remembering it’s me. “I couldn’t keep her satisfied. I can’t keep you happy either.”

      His fingers go loose and I take my opportunity, pulling out of his grip. The tiny back bedroom is only a few steps away, but the distance feels like miles. I run toward the room, shutting the door as hard as I can right in my father’s face.

      “Open the door!” He rattles the handle just as I turn the cheap lock to keep him out. He could bust right in if he wanted to, but he weakly shakes the handle for maybe another thirty seconds before he gives up and stomps away.

      I push away from the door and go to my bed, collapsing on top of it with a muted cry. The room is small, and drafty, and I swear the walls are going to collapse on top of me when a slight wind picks up.

      But it’s all mine. My father gave it to me instead of taking it for himself when we first moved into the tiny fifth-wheel a couple years ago, back when he was still happy with me and I hadn’t completely disappointed him yet. He said I was a young woman who needed privacy and my own space, and he was right. I cried and cried when we got kicked out of our old house, when I had to leave my bedroom behind. I was a wailing, hysterical mess, and I swear he gave me the only bedroom truly to shut me up.

      I’ve learned since then I’ll do whatever it takes to get what I want.
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      “So tell me about your family.” The wine is making me loose, both my body and my tongue. I merely picked at the antipasto plate, so my stomach is mostly full of wine as we wait for our dinner, which is taking for-freaking-ever.

      Rhett keeps trying to get me to talk, but I dodge all of his questions, doing my best to turn them back on him. Or I give him vague answers without every really saying a thing.

      He asked if I had any siblings and I wanted to say so badly, I’m sitting across from one right now, but I knew that wouldn’t go over well, so I told him I had none.

      Now it’s his turn to answer my questions.

      “What do you want to know about my family?” He raises a brow and it’s so sexy, when raised eyebrows shouldn’t be that sexy. I don’t even know what’s the matter with me. I’m not acting right.

      I blame the wine.

      “Everything.” I prop my elbow on the table and rest my chin on my curled fingers, shooting him an adoring look. It’s not really a lie either, because right now, in the flickering candlelight, his lips stained by the fancy wine he ordered, he’s adorable. “Do you look like your dad?”

      “Not really. My older brother looks like my dad.” He shakes his head, then pushes his hair away from his forehead with an impatient shove of his fingers. “I look more like my mother.”

      “Oh.” I didn’t want to bring up a sore subject, but here I am, blundering right into the topic of his dead mother.

      “She died when I was five.” He frowns. “Or did I already tell you that?”

      “No.” I shake my head. “You didn’t. You just mention that she passed, but I didn’t know you were only five.” I pause, taking a sip of my wine. “How awful,” I murmur.

      “Yeah.” He smiles, but it’s weak, and I can tell he doesn’t really want to talk about her.

      “My father died too,” I blurt, surprised by my confession. “Recently. It was—hard. So I understand.”

      “I’m so sorry.” He reaches across the table and gently squeezes my hand. “I had no idea.”

      “Why should you? I never told you.” I smile faintly, trying to keep the moment light, but from the way he’s looking at me, he’s trying to console me, not joke around about it. “I guess we have the dead parent thing in common.”

      “Yeah.” He releases his hold on my hand, and I immediately miss his touch, which is so incredibly stupid, I want to smack myself.

      This is what I wanted. For us to find common ground. And what better way than to console each other over the loss of our parents? But he’s slipping. Slipping out of my reach, and I know it’s because he’s lost in his thoughts. Lost in his…loss.

      I need to change the subject. “Are you close with your brother?”

      “We’re pretty close.” His smile grows. “And there’s my little sister. I’m really close to Addie.”

      It’s like my brain short circuits at hearing her name. I always forget about the little sister. That’s because I don’t want to remember her. The daughter my mother stuck around for. The one who doesn’t even belong to my mother, yet she raised her anyway.

      “It must’ve been so hard.” I swallow past the lump in my throat, desperate to focus. Taking our conversation right back to the one thing he wants to avoid. “Your sister losing her mother at such a young age.”

      He tilts his head, contemplating me. “How did you know about that?”

      My stomach drops. Oh God. Did I mess up and reveal too much? “I, um. I just assumed, I guess. Or does your sister belong to your stepmother? Is she your half-sister?”

      My heart is racing and I pray I didn’t say the wrong thing. I need to keep my mouth shut and let him feed me the information.

      “My mom died after giving birth to my sister,” Rhett says quietly, his gaze going turbulent. “Let’s change the subject. I don’t want to get depressed over dinner. Let’s talk about you.”

      Yeah. That’s a depressing subject. “You already know everything there is to know about me. There’s not much else to tell.”

      “Uh huh.” His eyes are sparkling as he studies me. “More like you want to keep up the mysterious air.”

      “You think I’m mysterious?” I’m truly shocked.

      He nods, reaching across the table to grab my hand. “You either avoid my questions completely or you give me short answers. It’s like you don’t want to tell me anything about yourself, and I’m not used to that.”

      He’s so right. “That’s not true,” I lie.

      “Whatever. It’s cool.” He squeezes my hand, and I swear he’s amused by me. “I like mysterious girls.”

      My heart skips a beat at his words, at the way he’s looking at me. His thumb is sliding gently over the top of my hand, and I’m caught up in the spell Rhett is casting over me. He makes me want to forget. About my fucked up life. About my plans for revenge.

      None of it matters if I can just sit here for the rest of the night and stare into his beautiful brown eyes.

      “Have you always been so independent?” he asks when I still haven’t said anything to him.

      “I guess.” I shrug, uncomfortable with how closely he’s watching me. I’m not used to someone paying attention to me like Rhett does. “I’ve always had to take care of myself.”

      “No parents? You just magically appeared?” He’s teasing me, but it rubs me the wrong way.

      “My father is dead remember,” I say bluntly, making him wince. “And my mother left when I was very young.” I clear my throat, so much emotion forming there it’s difficult to speak. “Like, I-don’t-even-remember-her young. I was practically a baby.” I pause, checking on Rhett’s reaction and he’s enthralled. I continue. “My parents got into a terrible fight.”

      “Did he hurt her? Did he ever hurt you?” Rhett breathes. His nostrils flare and his eyes blaze with anger. He’s squeezing my hand so tightly I have to carefully pull away from his grip before he accidently hurts me.

      “No, no. Nothing physical.” I think of the few moments when my father did actually hit me, but it never amounted to anything. He was too weak most of the time, though some nights, he would get so angry with me, and say the worst things. “My parents hurt each other with words. Or at least, my mother hurt my father with words. He claims he never did anything wrong.”

      He had to have, though. No one’s perfect. And while it still hurts that he’s gone, and his pain has become my pain, I know he was in the wrong sometimes too.

      But my mother was worse. She never came back.

      “Emotional abuse can be more painful than physical,” Rhett says, and I’m tempted to scream at him, What do you know about abuse?

      But I don’t.

      “Words hurt.” I offer up a grimace of a smile. “And I guess the words my parents tossed at each other that one particular night were spectacularly painful. My mother packed up a few things and left.” Another pause, to let my words really sink in. “She never came back.”

      “Never?” Rhett sounds so doubtful.

      I slowly shake my head. “I haven’t seen her in twenty years.”

      “She’s never tried to find you?”

      “No.” My voice is sharp and I clear my throat again. “Never.”

      “Have you tried to look her up? Seems like anyone can be found through a Google search these days.”

      “Oh, I’ve tried, but I can’t find her. There’s no trace of her.” His question, the skeptical expression on his face, he’s making me feel stupid. Who wouldn’t try to find her long-lost mother via Google? “I believe she changed her name.”

      “What’s her real name?”

      Nerves make my stomach flutter and twitch, the consumed wine suddenly threatening to rise. Has she ever admitted her true name to her current husband? Her stepson? Her new family? “Why does it matter what her name was? That’s not her name now.”

      “Maybe I could help you.” He leans forward, full of eagerness. “I could do some extensive searches, maybe even hire a private detective—”

      I hold up my hand to stop him from saying anything else. “I don’t want to find her.”

      Rhett frowns. “But you just told me you tried and had no luck.”

      “Years ago, in my early teens, I was desperate to find her. She became almost…mythical to me, and I thought she could, I don’t know, rescue me. Like I was living in some sort of wretched fairytale and I needed my long-lost mama to come in and save my life.” I’m trying to make a joke, but Rhett’s not even cracking a smile. “But after the endless searching and coming up with nothing, I realized she—doesn’t want to be found. Not by me, not by anyone.”

      “Do you think she scrubbed her name?”

      Now I’m frowning. “What do you mean?”

      “You can scrub your identity from the Internet. Pay someone to get rid of any and all references about you until…poof.”  Rhett snaps his fingers. “You don’t exist anymore.”

      Oh. Right. I know about this, even considered doing it myself, not that I had much of an Internet footprint. With no real social media trail, Jennifer Fanelli didn’t have much of an existence. I didn’t participate in any activities at school so I didn’t appear regularly in the yearbook, I had no real friends…yeah. I’m like a ghost.

      Poof. Gone.

      “That’s probably what she did.” With a sigh, I grab my glass and drain it. It’s like I don’t even care any longer. The “I need to be on my best behavior so he’ll like me” veneer has been completely washed off by wine.

      There’s no reeling it back either. Even though I know I should. The panic races through my veins as I contemplate the nearly empty wine bottle sitting in the middle of the table. I want to lunge for it, bring the bottle to my lips and drink it dry. I need to restrain myself and play my part, but it’s proving difficult. The alcohol has made me melancholy, the fact that this boy knows my mother yet we sit here and pretend that she’s this fuzzy myth…

      It’s fucking with my head. My emotions.

      My heart.

      “So sorry for the delay.” The stressed-out server is standing beside our table, a plate balanced in each hand, and he sets a plate in front of me before doing the same for Rhett. “It’s extremely busy tonight. Do you need anything else?”

      I think about asking for more wine, but Rhett answers for the both of us, telling the server we’re fine.

      “Very well.” The waiter bows, like we’re royalty, and then takes off.

      “I’m sorry if I made you upset,” Rhett says quietly once the server is gone. “I was just trying to help.”

      His apology throws me off guard. “I—no, it’s fine. You didn’t upset me.”

      “Clearly you’re lying.”

      My heart threatens to explode from my chest.

      “Because I know what I said about your mom made you upset,” he continues, his expression pained. Like he hates that he hurt me. My heart swells and for the quickest moment, I wish this night, this date with Rhett, was real. “I just, I don’t know, I wanted to help. And sometimes I overstep my place. So I’m sorry for that.”

      We both go quiet, choosing to start on our meals so we can avoid conversation. At least, that’s what I’m doing.

      Maybe he’s giving me time, space, whatever you want to call it, and I’m sort of floored. As in, I don’t know how to react. He’s just so nice. And respectful. He’s unlike any other guy I’ve ever been with before, and I’m drawn to his polite manners and kind gestures despite my original plan. His behavior doesn’t feel fake.

      The way he treats me feels all too real.

      “Thank you for apologizing,” I finally say, causing him to glance up from his plate, our gazes meeting. “It means a lot to me.”

      “Honestly Jens, I didn’t want to see you cry,” he says, his voice tender, his brown eyes full of concern.

      My eyes fill with tears at his words and I blink them away. I drop my gaze, concentrating on the plate of food in front of me, letting my growling stomach remind me that yes, I should keep eating. “You’re too good to be true,” I murmur.

      Maybe he does actually like me. And God, maybe I…actually like him too.

      That thought is too terrifying to contemplate.
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      We go to the movies after dinner, and it’s so normal, such a typical date, yet something I’ve never done with a guy before. Standing in line in front of the movie theater feels surreal. It’s cold out and I’m standing close to Rhett, my side pressing against his and he wraps his arm around my shoulders, giving me a squeeze.

      “I can feel you trembling,” he tells me laughingly, and I laugh too, pretending that yes, I’m so cold.

      My trembling is more from nerves. Just standing next to him makes me feel edgy. Scared. Excited.

      Aroused.

      I turn toward him, relishing his warmth, his scent. He smells amazing, woodsy yet citrusy, and I breathe him in deep. He has no clue his effect on me, and that’s probably best. I don’t want him to know the power he holds over me. How I have to work so hard to fight it, to remind myself why I’m with him.

      Tonight, I don’t want to remember.

      I sneak a glance at his face. He’s staring straight ahead, scanning the giant movie listings board, and I admire his sexy jawline, those defined cheekbones. He’s got a rich boy face. It sounds ridiculous, but it’s true. There’s nothing soft about Rhett Montgomery. He’s all sharp lines and moneyed features. He inherited his good looks from a long line of attractive rich people that goes back generations.

      It’s intoxicating, all that rich sexiness. It’s not just his looks either, but the way he carries himself, how he speaks, the cut of his clothing, the silk of his hair, the tone of his voice. It all screams money. And as I’ve gotten to know him, I realize I want a piece of it, a piece of him, if only for this moment.

      “Funny or scary?” Rhett looks down, catches me staring. I don’t look away and neither does he. The pleased smile on his face tells me he likes that I was watching him. “What are you in the mood for?”

      “Scary,” I tell him. I can envision me hiding my face in his shoulder, him having to hold me close. Jumping in his arms every time I’m startled. I like the direction this is going.

      “Scary it is then.” He removes his arm from my shoulders when we’re next in line to pay, and I feel hollow. That arm around me was like a public claiming, and I never thought I’d be the type to like that sort of thing, but I do.

      Once Rhett pays for our tickets, we enter the main lobby, and I may sound like a total idiot, but I’m dazzled. The lobby is enormous, lit up like I imagine Las Vegas is, and it’s full of people. The concession stand has lines, the scent of popcorn lingers in the air and I watch a kid no older than eight haul away a bucket of popcorn and a cup of soda, both items almost as big as him.

      “I want popcorn,” I admit, and Rhett laughs.

      “Same,” he agrees, steering me toward the concession counter. We stand in line and I remain quiet, listening to the conversations around us, spying on people. Rhett checks his phone discreetly—I’m sure he doesn’t want to seem rude on our date—but I don’t mind. It gives me time to observe, to figure out how I should act.

      The girl behind us is telling her friend how she saw the trailer for the scary movie we’re going to see, and how she nearly peed her pants, it frightened her so bad. The couple ahead of us are also going to see the same movie, and they’re both discussing the director, who’s well known and respected in the movie world, so they expect this to be a decent movie and not trash, as the guy tells her.

      By the time we’re seated in the hushed quiet of the theater showing our movie, the giant popcorn bucket wedged between us, I’m feeling anxious. Why, I don’t know.

      “Are you regretting our movie choice?” Rhett asks, his voice low.

      I turn to look at him, startled to find his face so close to mine. “What do you mean?”

      “You’re squirming in your seat and the movie hasn’t even started yet,” he says, his voice teasing.

      “Oh, I guess I’m not the biggest fan of scary movies,” I confess.

      His brows draw together in seeming confusion. I love when he does that. “But you’re the one who wanted to see a scary movie.”

      “I guess I liked the idea of you holding me close during the bad parts,” I murmur, for once one hundred percent truthful.

      His smile is knowing as he slips his arms around the back of my chair, his hand dropping to my shoulder. “I’m here for you. You want to jump in my lap, bury your face in my neck? I’m your man.”

      I laugh, shaking my head. “How kind of you to offer up your services.”

      “If a beautiful woman wants to throw herself at me in the middle of a movie, I’m not going to protest.”

      My entire body goes hot at him calling me a beautiful woman. It’s dangerous, how easily I could get used to his compliments.

      I part my lips, ready to continue our conversation, when the lights go dim and the screen flashes with theater-themed messages about turning the ringer off your cell phones and how we shouldn’t talk too loud. Rhett removes his arm from the back of my seat as I settle into my oversized reclining chair and reach for some popcorn at the same time he does too.

      It’s downright intimate, our sharing the popcorn, sitting in the dark, our gazes glued to the big screen. I forget about everyone else surrounding us. All I can focus on is the man sitting next to me, his knee occasionally brushing against mine as he shifts around in his seat, like he can’t get comfortable.

      Once the movie finally starts, I realize quick the subject matter is a little too close to home. It’s about a woman who’s seeking vengeance on the man who killed her husband—and this man was her husband’s business partner. I mean, my situation is totally different, but then again…it’s not.

      Vengeance is vengeance, and as the story unfolds, I become more and more uncomfortable. She not only wants to destroy the business partner who was acquitted of murdering her husband for lack of evidence, but his entire family as well. His friends, his business…everything and everyone that means something to him, she wants to eliminate.

      And I can relate. I really can. She’s laughing and crying and trying to kill the man’s wife, setting his house on fire, chasing after his precious dog so she can brutally kill him, for the love of God, and somehow, I’m still rooting for her.

      I shouldn’t be rooting for her. Not at all. But I understand her anger and how it drives her to do such horrible things. Things I don’t think I’m capable of.

      Maybe I am, though. Maybe we all are, if we’re pushed hard enough.

      I think of my mother. Does she ever think of me? Remember me? Would she recognize me if I met her on the street?

      She better not, because that’s why I’m here.

      Just like that, I’m mad. Anger is all I’ve had left for so long, and I reveled in it. My anger fueled me, and I needed it like air.

      I still do.

      Rhett suddenly takes my hand and laces our fingers together loosely. Lost in my own thoughts, the sweet gesture startles me, and I glance over at him to find he’s already watching me, his lips curled in the faintest smile.

      “This movie is crazy,” he whispers, his eye wide in the darkness. “She’s crazy.”

      My heart falls. If he thinks she’s crazy…

      What will he think of me?
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      Rhett takes me home in his fancy sports car, zipping down the streets, passing the late-evening traffic with ease. The satellite radio is on low and I remain quiet, my head filled with thoughts of the movie, of what I’m doing, of what I’m going to do. He makes light conversation and I respond to him as casually as possible, hoping he doesn’t catch the tremor in my voice that’s been brought on by nerves.

      Watching that movie threw me. Spending time with Rhett and actually liking him threw me even harder.

      We make it to my house in what feels like record time, and he walks me to the front door like the gentleman that he is. “I had fun tonight,” I tell him, pulling my keys out of my purse as we approach the door.

      “I did too,” he agrees, shifting closer to me. So close I can feel his breath on my cheek. I turn to find him invading my personal space, not that I’m protesting. I tilt my head back so I can meet his gaze and he smiles at me. It’s an intimate smile, not the shark teeth he flashes at the pretty girls in the bar. This one is just for me, and witnessing it makes everything inside me go liquid. “Even though that movie was a trip.”

      My stomach sinks and slowly starts to churn. “You didn’t like it?”

      “Oh, it was entertaining, but that chick scared me.” Rhett shakes his head. “She was hell-bent on ruining that guy.”

      “You didn’t think it was deserved? He did kill her husband, and the justice system let him get away with it,” I point out.

      He tilts his head to the side, contemplating me. “True, but still. She was way over the top. Why not just take him out and be done with it? Why did she have to destroy everyone else in his life too?”

      I’m compelled to explain her feelings and what drove her, not that he cares. I guess I do. Too much. “Because it hurts to see the ones you love suffer. If you’re gone, then it’s over. But if someone takes away the ones who matter to you, you’re in pain for the rest of your life.” Oh, it sounds so logical when I explain it that way. Simple.

      Nothing in life is simple, though. I’m complicating everything right now just having this conversation with him. My sworn enemy.

      My stepbrother.

      It’s all so weird and twisted. I feel like I’m living in a Lifetime movie.

      “You’ve been thinking a lot about this, haven’t you?” Rhett’s amused. He wouldn’t be if he knew I was planning the same sort of thing.

      “Maybe,” I say with a careless smile.

      Without warning he moves in on me, so I have no choice but to back up until my butt hits the front door. “You are unlike any girl I’ve ever gone out with before,” he murmurs as he reaches out and drifts his fingers across my cheek.

      “What do you mean?” I’m breathless, and no guy has ever left me breathless. The warm glow in his eyes as he studies me is making my heart beat faster, and I feel like I could practically jump out of my skin as I wait for his answer.

      “It sounds so cliché,” he admits. Oh, I am living the cliché dream, so I mentally tell him to go for it. “But you’re—different.”

      “Why? Because I don’t chase after you? I’m not one of your adoring fans who surrounds you at the bars?”

      Um, I probably shouldn’t have said that.

      He chuckles, and his fingers move to my hair, threading in the strands, tucking some of them behind my ear. “That’s exactly it. I sound like an asshole, but they all chase after me.” He hesitates. “Except you.”

      “Doesn’t the guy prefer to chase?” Yes, yes, I read that in a magazine article too. Men prefer the chase. They don’t want to be chased. It’s flattering at first, but then the challenge is gone. And that has always been my goal. To be a challenge.

      The code he can’t crack, remember?

      “Most definitely,” he murmurs as he leans his head in, his mouth hovering closer. Closer…

      Oh God. He’s going to kiss me again. I can sense it. Usually I prepare to be spectacularly underwhelmed, but this time, I lock my knees to keep them from wobbling and inhale on a shaky breath, my eyes fluttering closed. Anticipation courses through my veins, making my skin prickle with awareness, and then his mouth is on mine. A gentle press of skin on skin, and like the weakling I never knew I could be, I immediately part my lips, inviting him in.

      A jolt courses through him, I can feel it. Like I surprised him in the best possible way. He takes my open invitation, his tongue licking along my lips, a damp tease that makes me gasp. One large hand cups the back of my head while the other one wraps around my waist as he pulls me flush against his hard body, and I go willingly. He completely takes over the kiss, his tongue circling mine, his arm tight around my waist, his fingers stroking my hair. I reach for him, sliding my hands up his broad chest, circling my arms around his neck. He’s solid and warm, his mouth hungry on mine as he presses me into the front door.

      I rip my mouth from his to stare up at him, and he looks just as shocked as I feel. His damp and swollen lips are parted, his eyes wide as he studies me. Our ragged breaths mingle, the only sound in the otherwise quiet night, and I blink up at him, unsure of what to say or do next.

      “Can I come inside?” He phrases it as a question but I see the determination in his gaze. He wants to come inside and he really doesn’t want me to say no.

      Slowly I nod and he loosens his grip on me so I can turn and unlock the door. I do so with shaky hands, pushing the key into the lock nearly impossible until I take a steadying breath and tell myself to get a grip.

      The door finally opens and then we’re both stumbling inside, Rhett kicking the door shut before he spins me around and I’m wrapped up in his arms, my back against the door. His kisses are hungrier, his searching tongue thorough, his hands everywhere, blazing a path of heat. I’m just as greedy, my purse slipping from my fingers and falling onto the floor with a loud thud as I reach for him. He groans when I smooth my hands over his chest, this low, primal sound that makes my insides quiver.

      He wants me. I can feel it in the way he touches me, kisses me. He’s not just kissing for kissing’s sake, he’s tasting me. Savoring me. His hands aren’t rough and groping like every other boy I’ve been with. No, he touches me with purpose, like he can’t get enough and he wants to make sure I like it too.

      We kiss for what feels like hours but is only minutes. My hair is a mess from his hands, my body shaking, and when he slides those big hands of his to my butt and lifts, I go with him, wrapping my legs around his waist, digging my ankles into his backside. He has me braced against the door, our lower bodies pressed together, his hands still gripping my ass.

      Oh God.

      Intense pleasure courses through me as we slowly grind against each other. We’re basically dry humping in my living room, our mouths locked, our hands wandering, searching, becoming bolder with every pass. This has never happened to me before. Never, ever, never—and I want more.

      More, more, more.

      “Damn, you taste good,” he mutters after he breaks our kiss, his mouth going for my neck, raining damp, hot kisses everywhere.

      I tilt my head back, offering him better access. “Don’t stop,” I whisper, hating how desperate I sound, but I can’t help it.

      I want him.

      He nuzzles the sensitive skin of my neck just before he nibbles on my ear, his sharp teeth making me suck in a breath. I shiver, my eyes tightly closed, lost in the sensations of what Rhett’s doing to me. His hands slide up, up…until he’s cupping my breasts and I lean into his touch, eager for more.

      His fingers slide over my bra slowly, making me ache. My previous sexual experiences were always a quick fumbling in the dark, bodies in awkward positions in the back of a car or in a bedroom, or in some stranger’s bathroom. He’d barely touch me, keeping most of our clothes on except for the important bits, his sole purpose to get his rocks off and that’s it. Forget about me. It’s like they didn’t even know how to make a girl orgasm.  Every one of those boys had been self-centered and inexperienced, though they’d tell anyone who’d listen what a great fuck they were.

      I just kept quiet. I never complimented anyone, and I never told them they left me unsatisfied either. I used them. They used me. Then we moved on.

      Those encounters were completely forgettable.

      This experience with Rhett is totally different. He’s focused on me. He’s not touching me to get something out of it. He’s wanting to bring me pleasure, and oh God, he so is. I know it shouldn’t feel like this with Rhett. I should be cold and indifferent. Thinking ahead, calculating my next move. Land him in bed, make him fall in love with me, get in good with his family, fuck them all over…and especially destroy my bitch of a mother.

      That’s what I need to remember. Getting back at my mother is my ultimate goal, the thing that drives me above all else. Rhett is just a small piece of the far more complicated puzzle.

      Yet all thoughts of the future and my end goal fly out of my brain when his hands slip under my shirt and connect with my bare skin. His touch sizzles, causing me to squirm, and he pulls away from my neck to watch me, his heated gaze meeting mine.

      “We can continue this against the door,” he says, his voice a hoarse rasp that sends a chill down my spine. “Or we can find a more comfortable spot.”

      I’m tempted to keep us right here, to let him take me against the door. But it would end up a frenzied moment, desperate and quick, and I want him to savor me.

      Truthfully? I want to savor him too.

      “My room,” I whisper, inclining my head toward the short hallway, “is over there.”

      Rhett tightens his hold on me before he turns and carries me to the bedroom, my legs still wound around him, his hands gripping my butt. The room is dark and I direct him over to the right side of the bed, where I lean over and snap the lamp on.

      “You do want the lights on, right?” I ask, sending him a cautious look. I want to see every bit of Rhett’s body. No way do I only want to imagine it as I stroke him in the dark.

      “Oh yeah,” he says with a giant grin right before he deposits me on the bed. He drops me so hard, I bounce a little on the mattress, and I glare up at him, shoving my hair away from my face, but he just shakes his head with a chuckle. “You’re pretty damn cute when you’re mad.”

      You have no idea, I want to tell him, but my lips remain shut as I watch him with breathless anticipation. He toes off his shoes and kicks them aside, unbuttons and then shrugs out of his shirt, offering me a glimpse of his smooth, well-muscled chest and abs. I stare at him in silence, entranced by his exposed naked skin, and then he’s right there in front of me on the bed, slowly guiding me so I fall backward, my head hitting the pillows as he takes my mouth once more.

      The doubts creep in immediately, even while he’s kissing me. I probably shouldn’t move so fast. Allowing him in my bed after only our second date is going to give him the wrong idea. That I’m fast and loose and forgettable. He goes through girls fairly quickly, from what I’ve observed. I let him get this far this early in the game, and he’ll most likely forget about me too.

      I brace my hands against his chest, ready to push him away from me, but then he shifts down, his mouth at my neck, his hands on my waist, fingers slipping beneath my shirt. He nudges the fabric up, exposing my stomach, and then he’s moved down even farther, his mouth trailing kisses on my bare skin.

      I imagine pushing Rhett away from me. Telling him no. But at first contact of his mouth on my flesh, I go weak. Instead, I grab hold of his broad shoulders, just so I can have something to cling to, and as he draws closer, my hands slide up into his hair. I clutch at the soft, dark strands as his mouth blazes a trail up my stomach to just below my bra.

      He tugs on my shirt and I lift up, letting him help me take it off. It’s gone in an instant, his mouth returning to my stomach, delivering delicate kisses that make me shiver, make me restless. I shift beneath him, wishing he was kissing even more sensitive places just as he reaches behind me to unhook my bra.

      “Let’s take this off,” he whispers, tugging the straps down until the bra falls away. I drop it over the side of the bed, practically thrusting my chest in his face. Walking around topless for months has made me a lot less shy than I used to be. My butt is kind of flat and my thighs are a little flabby, but there is no shame in my boob game.

      Rhett doesn’t seem too disgusted by them either. Of course he’s not.

      He’s a man.

      He stares at my chest in utter reverence, gathering both of them in his hands and pulling them close together. His thumbs drift over my nipples, back and forth, back and forth, and I hiss in a sharp breath.

      “You like that?” he asks, his gaze lifting to mine.

      I nod. “They’re—sensitive.”

      “Hmm.” His pleasurable hum vibrates against my skin as he dips down and draws one nipple into his mouth, sucking lightly before he releases it. “What about that? Did you like it?”

      Another nod, a little cry accompanying it when he pulls the other nipple into his mouth and sucks harder this time. He caresses my breasts, his fingers light, almost tickling me, his mouth wet and hot as he sucks and sucks. My nipples are tight, pointing at the sky and wet from his mouth as he moves up to take my lips once again, his tongue diving deep. I spread my legs wide to accommodate his big body against mine, and I can feel his erection brush against the very center of me.

      There is no doubt that it is very large and very long.

      Giving in to my impulses, I reach down and touch him, my fingers curling around his length, testing him out. Am I too bold? Or is this what he wants? The agonized moan that rips from deep in his chest tells me he likes it, so I continue my exploration. Stroking and caressing, working him into a near fever, and we don’t even have his pants off yet.

      That’s exactly what I don’t want. Frenzied fucking with our clothes half-hanging onto our bodies. This needs to be a complete reveal. My clothes and his are coming all the way off, until we’re naked and vulnerable in front of each other.

      Yes. Vulnerable. That’s what I need to remember. Most guys like you broken, because then they feel like they can fix you, and so many of them are fixers. They want to be your hero, your savior, but you can’t be too broken. There’s a certain point where they give up, where they consider you beyond fixing.

      Me? I need to find that fine line and straddle it. Rhett is a fixer.

      He wants to fix me.

      “Wait.” I drop my hand from his dick and scoot up the bed and over, as if I’m trying to get away from him. He rolls over and away from me, his features drawn, his mouth turned upside down in a beautiful frown. The man is just too damn good-looking for his own good. “Let me catch my breath.”

      “Am I—” He pants for three heartbeats, like he’s desperate to catch his breath. “—moving too fast for you?”

      I hesitate. Like I really have to think about it. “A little. Not that I don’t want it to happen,” I tell him in a rush when I see the wary look on his face, as if he’s going to potentially remove himself from the situation. His expression turns shuttered, his body language shifting into flight position. Like he might leap away from my bed and shoot straight out of my house, never to be seen again. “I want you. I just need to, I don’t know, slow down for a little bit?” I phrase the last bit like a question, as if I’m unsure.

      “Ah. Well, I can do that.” He sounds like the perfect, understanding boyfriend. I bet he would be a perfect, understanding boyfriend, if he actually settled down for once.

      As he stretches out beside me on the bed, his arm going around my shoulders to pull me in closer to him, I wonder again if Rhett Montgomery is too good to be true. If what he shows me is nothing but smoke and mirrors with a sprinkle of magic, and the minute shit gets tough, he’ll reveal his true self. And his true self will be a complete asshole.

      I almost wish that would happen. I want to see the cracks in his surface, see him be real and ugly and awful.

      Then I’d feel like we have more in common.

      “I hope you’re not mad at me.” I sound contrite, and the slightest bit sad. I need him to believe I’m sincere.

      Truly, my body is buzzing with desire. If he reached between my legs right now and gave me one firm stroke of his fingers, I’d probably explode like a shaken-up bottle of champagne. But considering no man has ever made me come before—yes, I know, I’ve been with some real selfish assholes—I have serious doubts when it comes to his potential skills.

      So far, what he’s shown me has been impressive. But I’m still not fully convinced.

      “I could never be mad at you.” I can feel his lips move against my forehead as he speaks, and he presses a kiss there, chaste and sweet. I close my eyes against the onslaught of emotion that threatens to wash over me. He makes me feel good. He’s…kind. Yes, I think he’s putting on some sort of perfection front, but what if he’s not? What if he really is like this?

      Then I’m screwed.
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      We lay together on my bed for at least fifteen minutes, our legs entwined, our hands occasionally wandering. We talk about nothing, but we’re thinking about everything. I know I am, and I can feel that he is too.

      He’s probably afraid to make another move, and I can’t blame him, since I’m the one who asked to slow down so I can “catch my breath.”

      That sounds so lame. I wonder if he believed me. All I can think about is when can I feel his hands on me again. My blood runs hot and I’m restless, my legs rubbing against his, my hands aching to reach out and touch him, really touch him.

      Deciding I’m ready to make my first move, I press my face against his bare chest and breathe deep, inhaling his scent. His skin is so warm and smooth, and incredibly hot. His heart races. I press my palm where it beats, and I purse my lips, kissing him there.

      An agonized groan sounds from deep in his chest as I continue to kiss him. His pecs, the center of his chest, his rib cage, his stomach. I kiss him everywhere, the smattering of hair tickling my lips, the salty taste of his skin making my mouth water. I lick around his belly button and he shivers. I curl my fingers around the denim waistband of his jeans, my knuckles brushing against the sensitive skin just beneath, and his hips twitch. Silently begging me to delve under the denim and touch him where he really wants me.

      “You don’t have to—” he starts when I unbutton his jeans and I lift my head to meet his gaze, sending him a pointed look. Is he for real? Is he actually going to say that? He swallows his words with a simple press of his lips, his gaze never leaving mine.

      “I want to,” I say firmly, pulling the zipper down slowly to reveal black cotton boxer briefs, his erection straining against the fabric. I drift my index finger down the length of him, noting how his cock jumps beneath my touch.

      My entire body goes tight as he lifts his hips, allowing me to pull his jeans off. I swiftly remove them so he’s lying in the center of my bed clad in only the black boxer briefs, and I shift away from him, fully taking him in.

      He’s got a beautiful body. All lean muscle and sinew, he has the start of a six-pack, his legs thick and strong-looking, and I’m tempted to pounce on him.

      But I don’t. Instead, I move slowly and deliberately. Seducing him. I drift my fingers along his thigh, then back up until I’m at his hips. I tease him with my fingertips, dipping them beneath his underwear, stroking there. He’s so hot and so big, and finally, my patience gets the best of me.

      I tug his boxer briefs down until they’re around his thighs, and his cock springs free. I grab hold of him, wrap my fingers tight around the base as I stroke up. Down. Establishing a rhythm, I’m focused solely on his pleasure, on what he’s getting out of it versus what he can do for me.

      His deep groans, the way he twitches and shifts, his eager hips lifting the faster I get, it’s all driving me on. But my mind wanders as it usually does when I’m having sex. I can’t help it. It’s like I get—bored or something.

      A thought flickers in my mind, murky at first, until it grabs hold and doesn’t go away. Is it my own guilt that’s making me do this? I can give him an orgasm and…what? Does that absolve me from what I plan on doing to him in the future? I study his face, his flushed cheeks, his glazed eyes, and when our gazes suddenly meet, I shift down, brushing my lips across the very tip of him.

      Another moan escapes him as I draw him into my mouth. The sounds he makes as I continue to lick and suck him electrifies me. Urges me to suck harder, tease the tip of him with my tongue, stroke the base of him with a firm grip of my fingers…

      “Hell no,” he practically growls, sitting up so fast I startle away from him. “I don’t want to come that way.”

      I stare silently at him, a gasp escaping me when he pushes me backward until I’m sprawled across the bed. He undresses me with ruthless efficiency, until I’m clad in a wispy pair of black-lace panties and nothing else. His hands and mouth move all over my body, his fingers sliding beneath my panties, and I part my legs, letting him test me.

      “So damn wet,” he whispers right before he tugs my underwear down, and then his face is between my thighs, his tongue licking, searching, and eventually finding my clit. His skillful precision is intense, making me feel like I’m about to come out of my skin and I strain against his wicked mouth, my eyes tightly closed, my muscles clenched. He knows exactly where to touch me, but I want more.

      “Higher,” I whisper and he does as I ask, shifting higher. “Faster,” I gasp, a cry leaving me when his tongue picks up speed.

      And just like that, I come quickly, my orgasm slamming into me out of nowhere. My entire body shakes, a harsh cry escaping past my lips as wave after wave of pleasure washes over me, electrified jolts wracking my body. When I’m finally spent, my limbs are shaking so hard, I feel like I just ran a marathon in record time.

      Again with the clichés, but seriously. No man has ever made me come like that. No man has ever made me come, period. I breathe deeply, trying to regulate my racing heart, and when I finally crack my eyes open, I see the satisfied gleam in Rhett’s eyes as he watches me. That look says he’s proud of what he just did to me, and I’m half-tempted to tell him to get that smug expression off his face. But I’m too weak to even speak.

      He slowly shakes his head, his gaze drifting over me, making me warm. “Damn woman, you came hard.”

      I say nothing in return, the sound of my harsh pants filling the room. I watch as he climbs off the bed and grabs his jeans from the floor, pulling a condom out of his wallet. Unwrapping it, he goes to stand next to the side of the bed closest to me and slowly rolls the condom on. My gaze drops to his erection, and even though I just climaxed, my body clenches, already eager for more.

      Without saying a word, he comes to me, climbing onto the bed so he can kiss me deep before he positions himself above me and thrusts his cock inside with one swift movement. I’m wet and loose after that massive orgasm, so he enters me easily, filling me right up. I go completely still, savoring the sensation of him buried deep, how his cock throbs in time like a heartbeat.

      Reaching up, I tentatively brush my hands down his back, searching the muscles there. His eyes close as I touch him, and he braces his palms on the mattress before he starts to move. Slowly at first, his hips flexing, pushing, and I relish in the sensation of his cock filling me up, only to pull back out. I grab hold of his shoulders and cling to him, wrapping my legs around his waist, sending him further, making us both groan in unison.

      With every thrust, he drives me deeper into the mattress, all the while telling me how good I feel, how I’m so wet and tight, his constant stream of words conjuring dirtier and dirtier images in my brain. I wish I had a mirror so I could see how good we look together right now. So I could watch his butt and leg muscles flex with every push inside my body. He fucks better than any guy I’ve ever been with before, and I can feel it coming again. That subtle tingle in my belly, that hopeful rise within my body, taking me closer and closer to the edge…

      Until I’m coming again, the orgasm like a giant wave of relief as it moves through me. He’s coming too—I can tell by the way he goes still, his body tightening and then releasing. He shudders as he moans my name, his movements becoming wild, totally out of control.

      No one has ever moaned my name before. Not Jennifer or Jensen or even Jen. I close my eyes against the onslaught of emotions that grabs hold of me and refuses to let go. The guilt and the shame and the pleasure and the tiny glimmer of happiness I’m experiencing all at once. What just happened felt so good, so right.

      But it isn’t right. It shouldn’t feel right. What we just did, is wrong. He’s really my stepbrother.

      My mother turned me into this. I’m a slut, a whore, a user, a manipulator, a woman bent on revenge. All because of her.

      Rhett collapses on top of me, his heavy weight keeping me pinned in place, but it’s not an unpleasant feeling. No, in fact it’s the total opposite. I like how he feels, our sweaty, sticky bodies entwined, the scent of sex lingering in the air. His mouth is on my collarbone, damp and warm as he murmurs against my skin, and I can tell his cock has already softened inside of me. I turn my head, my mouth on his temple as I breathe him in deep, and he flexes his hips. That one subtle movement makes my entire body tingle, and I can tell his cock is getting hard again too.

      “Hmm, fuck, Jensen, I want you again,” he whispers just before he cups my cheek and kisses me, his tongue doing a thorough exploration of my mouth.

      And I let him. I let him lead round two completely. I do nothing but take it, let him use me and fuck me until I can’t think straight. He doesn’t notice how passive I’ve become. I lie there, still and spread eagled as he kisses me all over my body, his long fingers between my legs. Stroking. Rubbing. I’m so wet, I can hear it, and when he presses his thumb directly upon my clit, I let out a long moan, but otherwise, don’t move.

      It’s either he doesn’t realize or he really doesn’t care, because I’m putting zero effort into this now. It’s like I can’t function.

      More like I don’t want to function. I’d rather feel him completely take over my body. I want him to derive as much pleasure from it as I can give. I owe him this. I’m using him.

      So he can go ahead and use me.

      He sucks my nipples and licks my belly and eats my pussy and strokes me deep with one, two, three fingers at a time. He’s feasting on me, making me come again and again, and I am mindless. Helpless.

      Vulnerable in the worst possible way.

      Somehow he finds a condom and I watch in breathless fascination as tears open the wrapper. His cock is huge. Enormous. Engorged with blood, the head dripping with come, and I’m almost sad when he covers it with the condom.

      It’s a beautiful cock. And I’ve never thought that before.

      He fucks me hard. I’ve never been used in such a way, but what’s worse is that it feels good. So good, I’m moaning and thrashing beneath him, asking for more. Begging really. He fucks and fucks, like he’s a machine built for just my pleasure, and when the orgasm rips through me yet again, I can’t speak. All the air locks in my chest, stills in my lungs and when he pulls out of my body to rip the condom off and come all over my chest with a shuddering groan, I can’t believe it.

      Perfect Rhett Montgomery just came all over my tits like a porn star.

      The sheepish look on his face when it’s all over doesn’t surprise me. “Always wanted to do that,” he admits, leaping up from the bed. “I’ll be right back.”

      I watch him go, my gaze lingering on his perfect ass. I’m exhausted. My body is weak, and I should probably get up and wipe the semen off my chest, but it’s like I can’t even move so I just lay there, taking deep breaths to calm my racing heart.

      Rhett returns quickly, a damp washcloth in his hand. He bends over me, wiping at my chest gently, until every drop of come is gone. When he’s done, he lifts his head, his gaze meeting mine, and he actually looks embarrassed.

      “You probably didn’t like that, huh.” His cheeks turn ruddy and I’m oddly fascinated by this turn of events. There’s more to Rhett than I realized. As in, he’s a dirty son of a bitch—which I find oddly attractive. It means he’s not as perfect as I first thought. “I didn’t even bother asking you if I could.”

      I sit up so our faces are close, his breath feathering across my lips. “You didn’t have to ask.” I kiss him, our lips clinging. “I liked it,” I confess against his mouth.

      He touches my cheek, his fingers a gentle caress as pulls away so he can stare at me. “I like you,” he says softly.

      His words make me feel like my heart just cracked wide open, when I should be doing everything in my power to sew it shut. I can’t let him get to me.

      I just…

      I can’t.
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      “What the hell is wrong with you? It’s like you’ve never walked in high heels before,” Savannah cracks, a dirty laugh escaping her when she witnesses me twisting my ankle yet again as I make my way toward the bar. Is that the fourth time I’ve twisted it tonight, or the fifth? I can’t keep track.

      All I know is that I’m a walking, talking disaster at the club tonight, and I think Don is seriously considering firing me. He’s yelled at me countless times, threatening that he’s going to send me home early, but I just ignore him, trying my best to focus. But it’s like I can’t.  I’m wobbly in my heels, I keep messing up drink orders and pissing off customers. Oh, and my entire body aches in the most delicious way.

      I guess this is what it feels like to be so thoroughly fucked, you believe you’ll never be the same again.

      “I didn’t get much sleep last night,” I finally admit to my friend. We’re both standing at the bar watching Chuck pour drinks for our customers. It’s a Saturday night and the club is full—there’s literally a line to get in outside, and I’ve been running and gunning since I started my shift. I’m grateful Savannah and I are working together, but I don’t appreciate her teasing either, especially since I don’t want to reveal what happened last night.

      Her finely arched brows shoot straight up. “Why didn’t you get much sleep last night, huh? Whatcha been up to?”

      “Nothing,” I mumble, trying not to meet her gaze for fear she’ll see my truth. I keep my eyes on Chuck, but I can feel my cheeks go pink and I want to smack myself. Savannah will catch on quick. She never misses a beat. And just as I suspected, the knowing look she sends my way within a matter of seconds tells me she’s on to my lies.

      I just can’t ever let her figure out all of my lies or I’m done for.

      “Uh-huh. Whatever you say, but I can tell. You, my dear, have the look of a woman who’s found herself a man who knows how to satisfy her,” Savannah drawls as she nudges me with her shoulder. I vehemently shake my head as she asks, “Is it true? Did you have S-E-X last night?”

      I’m still shaking my head, my cheeks so hot I feel like I’m burning up from the inside out. “Of course not,” I snap.

      Savannah laughs. “Liar. You’re all shaky and glassy-eyed. Hmm.” She leans in, her face so close to mine I can smell the minty gum she’s chewing. “Or maybe you found some high-quality coke and forgot to share.”

      “Savannah!” Drugs scare me, just like liquor scares me. I’m terrified I’ll lose control and do something stupid.

      Huh. Though now I’ve discovered that sex with Rhett makes me lose control too. I would’ve done anything he asked last night.

      Anal sex? Yes, please.

      Introduce a few other people into the mix? Sure, why not?

      Put clamps on your nipples and tie you to the bed? Of course! Let’s do it.

      Yeah. That’s not good. I’ve never been into those sorts of things at all. So why would I think it’s something Rhett and I could do?

      Clearly, it’s because he’s fucking with my mind and making me have out-of-control thoughts.

      “I’m kidding.” She pats me on the shoulder. “Though the occasional coke hit will give you the biggest feeling of euphoria. Mmm.” Savannah shakes her head, a dreamy expression on her face. “Fucking on coke is like an out-of-body experience.”

      “I think I had enough out-of-body experiences last night, and I wasn’t even on coke,” I tell her, making her laugh harder.

      “Wow. This guy must be something then. Did you meet him here? Did he take one look at your fabulous ta-tas and throw himself at your feet?”

      “Hell no.” I wrinkle my nose. “You know we can’t fraternize with guests.”

      “Like anyone sticks to that rule.” Savannah tilts her head to the side, her long, dark ponytail sliding over her shoulder. “Does he know you work here?”

      Dread consumes me, making me clutch the edge of the bar so tightly my fingers ache. “No. He can never know I work here.”

      “You want to keep him in your life?” she asks, but I don’t answer. “If you do, then you better be honest. If he finds out you work here by surprise, walking around with no top on all night while men leer at your chest, then he’s gonna shit a ton of bricks.”

      “Trust me, I know,” I say with a slight shake of my head. I don’t want to talk about this right now, with Savannah, in the middle of the club with the music blaring so loud I can hardly hear myself think. Rhett isn’t a part of my life here at City Lights. I compartmentalize everything. When I’m with Rhett, I focus on him and nothing else. When I’m at work, I usually don’t think of Rhett at all.

      But tonight, my mind is consumed with thoughts of him. Every guy in this place with hair the same color as his has me looking twice, my heart leaping to my throat. What happened between us last night is running on a continuous loop in my brain.

      How he looked at me, those dark brown eyes glowing with need. The way he kissed me, his tongue doing a thorough search of my mouth, his hands all over my body, those delicious lips of his feasting on my pussy like he wanted to taste every inch of me. Every single orgasm he wrung out of my body…

      It was mind-blowing. And that’s the last thing I need.

      He’s taking up way too much of my brain space. I don’t know what I’d do if he showed up here.

      “When do you see him again?” Savannah asks just as Chuck adds fresh drinks to her tray.

      “I don’t know,” I answer with a little shrug. He left my house in the middle of the night, around three in the morning. I woke up to him pressing a kiss to my cheek and telling me he’d text me later.

      I haven’t heard from him since.

      “Maybe it’s just a one-time thing?” She grabs the tray, her gaze meeting mine. “Sometimes those are the best, you know? One delicious night with a hot man who makes your toes curl, only to never see him again. Your expectations can never be let down, you know?”

      I watch Savannah walk away, her skirt swishing, her head held high as she commands the attention of every man she passes. I admire her confidence, wish even the tiniest bit could rub off on me.

      I can work the room topless, but I don’t work it near as well as my friend does.

      “Here you go.” Chuck’s gruff voice makes me turn around, and I take the tray from him and head out into the crowd. I try to adopt some of Savannah’s swagger as I deliver drinks to my customers, ignoring how they stare at me, adopting that I don’t give a shit mask I’ve become decent at wearing.

      The entire night is like this. I finally find a rhythm and there’s no more screwing up drink orders or nearly falling on my face. Don isn’t yelling at me anymore, and at one point I do a little twirl for my guests at one of the corner tables that has the best view of the stage. Four men in their late forties to early fifties, all dressed well, their eyes lit with interest as I spin around when one of them asks, my skirt flaring out so far, I almost flash them my ass.

      I don’t know what possesses me to do it, but I do, and when I go backstage to take my break about an hour later, Don approaches me with an appreciative gleam in his eye. “You turned it around tonight, doll.”

      I try not to roll my eyes. I really don’t like it when he calls me that. “Thanks. I started off bad, but I think I’m okay now.”

      “You’re more than okay.” He glances over his shoulder, like he’s making sure no one’s paying attention to us, before he returns his gaze to mine. “I have a proposition for you.”

      My stomach bottoms out. Don has only mentioned a proposition to me twice before. Once, a guest requested to, and I quote, titty-fuck me. Another time, a couple wanted me to watch them have sex in the storage room. Both requests would’ve earned me extra money, but I was uncomfortable, so I turned them down.

      “What is it?” I ask, my voice, my head, my entire body weary. My money situation isn’t the best. Tuition is due soon, and I can’t apply for financial aid since my grades were so bad that first semester I was at the community college in my hometown. The semester when my dad died. I didn’t bother going back to my classes and I failed all of them.

      I’m on my own. I can’t even qualify for a student loan because of that one semester. Yet another regret in the long list of them that makes up my life.

      “There’s a gentleman you’ve been serving all evening. He’s very interested in you.” Don blatantly stares at my boobs. “He wants to get to know you better. Says you’re giving off a very friendly, sexy vibe.”

      Ick. “I don’t kn—”

      Don holds up his hand, silencing me. “Hear me out. This guy, he’s fucking loaded, Jen. He flashed me a fat stack of hundreds and said he had ten thousand cash for us if you’d spend a little alone time with him.”

      I blink at my boss, trying to comprehend what he just said. “What do you mean, ten thousand cash for us?”

      “He just wants to spend time with you. Said it would take no longer than an hour.” Don hesitates, his gaze skittering away from mine. “I’ll split the money with you fifty-fifty.”

      What an insult.

      “No way.” I start to walk out, but Don grabs me by the arm, stopping me.

      “Fine, you get six, I get four,” he offers. So generous. Doesn’t he realize I’m the one who has to “spend time” with this guy? I don’t even know what he wants from me.

      But I can take a guess.

      “I get eight, you get two, and we’ve got a deal.” I can’t believe I said that. My greed just completely took over me, but this is the perfect opportunity for me to earn some major cash. I always tell Savannah I would never do something like this, but…

      How can I let this opportunity get away from me?

      Don grins, a chuckle escaping him. Like my negotiating skills are so hilarious. “I can’t give you that much, Jen. Come on.”

      “I’m the one who’s going to have to grind on this guy’s dick or whatever,” I mutter, wrenching my arm out of his grip. I can’t think beyond dick-grinding right now. I know it could be much worse, but I don’t want to imagine it. “I should make the majority of the money for what I have to do. You’re doing nothing.”

      “I’m the one who’s brokering the deal and letting you off early from your shift, so I deserve something too.” Don licks his lips, reminding me of a slimy lizard. “Six and four. That’s my final offer.”

      “What exactly does this guy want from me?”

      “I don’t know. He didn’t say. Only mentioned that you looked real good and he wants to get to know you. I bet if you treat him real nice, touch him, kiss him, maybe jerk him off, he’ll be happy. Just say yes. Come on.” Don sends me a pleading look.

      I shouldn’t do it. It’s stupid. Dangerous. But I’m living paycheck to paycheck, even with the great tips I make here. My shitty house isn’t cheap, and school takes up a lot of my money, besides all the other bills I have. Utilities. My phone. Plus, a girl’s gotta eat. Once I get in good with the Montgomerys, I know I’ll walk away with a huge payoff, but until then I’m fighting for every dollar I get.

      “Seven and three or I’m out.” I cross my arms in front of my chest, plumping up my boobs on purpose. Don’s eyes drop to them and I let him blatantly stare, trying not to feel too creeped out. He’s laser-focused on my erect nipples, which is just weird, but I tell myself I’m doing this for seven grand.

      Seven. Fucking. Grand.

      “Fine.” He sighs, as if I just put him out. “Seven and three it is.”

      Relief floods me. I may be acting like a whore, but at least I’ll be seven thousand dollars richer by the end of the evening.

      Ignoring the shame that threatens, I drop my arms to my sides and shake my hair back. “Tell your guest I’ll do it.”

      Don grins and rubs his hands together. “Stay right here. Got a little bit of arrangin’ to do.”

      I watch him walk away, then tell myself that no matter what, I can’t run.

      Even though I really want to.
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      Three years ago

      

      “Are you serious? What the hell are we going to do now?” Dad follows me as I walk through the trailer toward my bedroom. “How could you lose that job?”

      I whirl on him, furious. Like it’s always my fault when I bring home bad news. It’s so frustrating. I feel for him, I do, but he needs to stop blaming me for everything that happens to us. “My boss tried to cop a feel, Dad. When he grabbed my ass, I told him no and slapped his hand away. He fired me.”

      My father stares at me, his expression horrified. “What are you talking about, he tried to cop a feel? Jim is my friend! He would never do that!”

      “Well, he’s your friend who tried to feel me up.” I rest my hands on my hips, glaring at him. He looks terrible, pale and weak. His hair is thin and his eyes are bloodshot. He doesn’t eat much anymore, and it shows. I bet a strong gust of wind would knock him right over.

      Closing my eyes briefly, I take a deep breath, reminding myself that he’s not well. He’s sick, but I’m so frustrated over what happened, it’s hard to focus on being careful when all I wanna do is blow up at him. “When was the last time you went outside?”

      “It doesn’t matter.” He waves a hand. “You need to find another job, Jenny. You know we can’t go too long without your income.”

      The problem is, I can’t find fulltime work around here, and that’s what I need in order to afford the rent at this stupid trailer park. No one wants to hire an under-experienced eighteen-year-old, but I can’t get any experience if no one is going to hire me.

      It’s such bullshit.

      God knows my father isn’t able to hold down a job, and he’s still fighting to get on permanent disability. His depression makes it hard for him to get out of bed. He’s lost most of his jobs just because he didn’t show up.

      It’s unbelievable, how my mother still controls him to this day. It’s also pitiful.

      And sad.

      “I’ll go look for a job tomorrow.” I throw the covers back and climb into bed, desperate to curl up into a ball and forget about all my troubles. I’m so tired, and still weirded out by my boss Jim grabbing my butt. He acted like it was no big deal, like I shouldn’t have a problem with him touching my ass, but come on. This guy is old enough to be my father. It’s creepy.

      He’s creepy.

      I don’t regret slapping his hand away. I don’t regret telling him no either. I do sort of regret losing the job, because it’s never fun to go out and find a new one, but if I let that guy get away with it, what would he try next?

      No way did I want to find out.

      “You need to get back out there right now.” Dad grabs my covers and yanks them away from my body. “Get up and go find another job. We can’t afford to lose any more money.”

      “What did you do with the money I gave you last week?” That check had been almost six hundred dollars, a pretty substantial sum for us.

      “It’s gone.” He snaps his fingers, as if the cash disappeared into thin air. “We need more.”

      I sit up, smoothing my hair away from my face. “It’s all gone? Like, you spent every last dollar?”

      “Yep.” My father nods, and there’s something in the way he’s not looking at me that makes me suspicious.

      “What did you do with it all?” I leap from the bed so I can stand in front of him, noticing how he won’t look me in the eye. He’s hiding something. But what? “Dad. What happened to all the money?” I know he didn’t spend it on rent. That’s not due for another ten days.

      “I let Norah borrow it,” he admits, his head still bent.

      “What?” He jerks his head up at my roar and I throw my hands up into the air. “You barely know that woman!”

      “I know she’s good for it! She said she’ll pay me back. She’s just a little short, is all!”

      “We’re always a little short. We don’t have that kind of money to loan out.” I can’t even wrap my head around what he’s saying. He’ll support his friend, but not support us? Me? I don’t understand. Since when did I become such a low priority in his life? “You need to tell her she has to pay us back ASAP.”

      “Just go find another job. We’ll be fine.” He waves his hand, dismissing me, my words, my concern. I hate it when he does that.

      Hate. It.

      “I don’t want to find another job. And no, we won’t be fine. You’ve become the Bank of fucking America, lending out our money to neighbors we don’t even know. What the hell is wrong with you?”

      He slaps my face so hard, I swear my head snaps back. A gasp escapes me as I rest my hand on my cheek, staring at him. It stings where he hit me. Tears immediately spring to my eyes, and I realize I’m shaking.

      “Don’t you ever speak like that to me again.” He points his index finger in my face, his bloodshot eyes wide, his slender body vibrating with anger. “As long as you live under my roof, I’m the one in charge here, not you. If I want to loan out our money, then that’s my right. And if I want you to go out and find another job, then you better damn well do it before I kick your skinny little ass out in the street.”

      I’m full-blown crying now. His words hurt, hit me in my most painful spots. I’m terrified of being on my own, yet life with my father isn’t that great either. As he gets older and more depressed, he becomes meaner. Nothing I do or say makes him happy. I love him, but his constant anger confuses me.

      Maybe life would be better out in the street. Then I wouldn’t have to deal with my father all the time.

      “You’re just like her, you know.”

      Oh, here it comes. The words are familiar. He starts the comparisons whenever he gets mad at me, which lately is constantly. His nagging disappointment hurt at first. His cruel words made me cry.

      Now I’ve become numb to it. I blame her. She broke him. She made him this way.

      “Lazy. Always said men wanted her, how they would touch her and say suggestive things. You know what I realized?” He sends me a questioning look.

      Yes, dear old Dad, please tell me what you realized.

      “That your mother was nothing but a worthless whore. And if you don’t watch out, you’re going to turn out the same exact way,” he announces. He wants me to hear what he’s saying.

      And I do. Loud and clear.

      “Thanks for your faith in me, Dad,” I mutter as I push past him. I escape out of the trailer, never once looking back, even though he’s calling my name. I hop into the shitty old car we share and start it up, pulling out of our space just as Dad exits the trailer. He waves a fist at me, but I ignore him. Instead, I hit the gas, the tires spinning in the dirt until they catch traction and the car lurches forward.

      I drive aimlessly with the windows rolled down, the wind in my hair, my tears dried on my cheeks. It still hurts where he slapped me, and the anger fills me.

      Fuels me.
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      After I freshen up a little in the bathroom—take a pee, brush my hair, clean up the mascara smudges from beneath my eyes so I don’t look like a raccoon, and slick on a new coat of shiny pink lip-gloss—I decide I look pretty good. There’s a sparkle in my eyes that wasn’t there before, which I blame on last night with Rhett.

      There’s also a glow in my cheeks that I attribute to my night with Rhett too. It’s so weird, how he did this to me. How much my evening with Rhett affected me. I didn’t know sex could be like this.

      And now here I go, cheapening everything I did with Rhett by letting some perv customer from City Lights feel me up for seven thousand dollars. I’m prostituting myself. There’s nothing else to call it, right? I made Don promise he wouldn’t tell anyone about this deal, not even Savannah or Chuck. I feel bad enough for my choices—I don’t need their judgement too.

      What else am I supposed to do? I’m broke, I need money, and this is the easiest way for me to make it. I’ve said countless times that I don’t want to become a stripper, and what I’m about to do tonight is even worse, but I know for a fact that Savannah has done this sort of thing before. She’s confessed as much to me, though she doesn’t like to talk about it. But when a girl is in a predicament and needs cash fast, you have to take your opportunities where you can.

      I can’t let my choices make me feel bad. Sometimes we have to do things we’re not proud of. It doesn’t mean that we’re bad people.

      At least, that’s what I tell myself.

      After exiting the bathroom, I sneak into the private room Don instructed me to wait in and glance around, wrinkling my nose. It’s a little musty in here, meaning that the room isn’t used much, and I’m glad to see Don lit a candle before he left. I clean the room up even further, fluffing the cushions on the sleek black couch and turning on a few more lamps so it’s a little brighter, though the light bulbs are faded and dim at best. But if it’s too dark, the guy might try and do something extra sketchy. Better to be bright and put this asshole on display as much as possible.

      Once I’m finished, I examine the room one more time, unable to fight the frown that takes over. This room is dingy, reminding me of a crappy motel room, but I only have so much to work with. I’m thankful I brought a bottle of water with me just in case I get thirsty. I would’ve brought my phone too, but I have nowhere to stash it and I didn’t want to leave it out in the open so the guy can see it. Besides, not like anyone’s texting me right now. Not even Rhett.

      Asshole.

      There’s a knock on the door and before I can do anything, it swings open, and in walks one of the guys from the corner table I was working earlier, the one with the best view in the house. It’s the most attractive guy from the table, if I’m being honest. He’s probably hovering around fifty, with attractive smile wrinkles fanning from the corners of his hazel eyes and a thick head of hair sprinkled with salt and pepper. He’s clutching a full glass of amber-colored liquor, and I can tell he’s fit, his black button-down shirt and expensive-looking jeans showcasing a body that he takes care of.

      Not necessarily my first choice, but at least he’s not some creepy, gross guy with bad breath and a pot belly.

      “Hello.” He smiles as he approaches me and I smile back, mentally batting away the nerves that threaten to take over.

      “Hi.” I discreetly check his left hand. Ring finger is empty and there’s no telltale white tan line there either, so hopefully that means he’s not married. I mean, there’s no guarantee, but I’m going to pretend he’s single.

      Just like me.

      “I’m Greg.” He holds out his hand and I take it, surprised by his firm shake. My fingers actually ache when he lets them go, and I’m tempted to shake them out.

      “I’m Jen.”

      He raises a brow. “Just Jen?”

      “Just Jen,” I say with a nod. He doesn’t need to know any more about me than that. I hope he doesn’t think I’m going to share my life story, because this is about as much information he’s going to get out of me.

      “I appreciated your excellent service tonight at our table, Jen.” He steps closer, so he’s standing directly in front of me. I can smell him. His cologne is expensive—no cheap Axe on this guy. And can you actually smell money on a person? Because this man reeks of it, even more than Rhett. “I couldn’t help but think what a pretty girl you are.”

      I refuse to let his words bother me, but…he’s sort of creeping me out. This man could be my father. He’s definitely old enough. “Thank you,” I manage to say, stepping away from him and pointing toward the couch. “Would you like to have a seat? Get more comfortable?”

      Greg takes a sip of his drink, contemplating me over the rim of the glass. “Did your boss tell you what I want from you?”

      Guess he’s getting right down to business. Taking a deep breath, I say, “He mentioned you wanted to spend time with me this evening.”

      “That’s true.” He contemplates me, his gaze roving over my body, lingering on my chest. Of course. Everyone stares at my tits—it’s part of the job. “But I asked for something very specific.”

      A tremble moves through me at the tone of his voice. Damn Don for not telling me what’s really going on. “I’m sure I can accommodate your request.”

      “I’m sure you can.” He’s standing in front of me again, reaching out and trailing his fingers down my upper arm. “I definitely want to see you naked.”

      I swallow hard. Yes, I knew this was coming. Who’s going to pay ten grand and not get some pussy action? “Okay.” I reach for the waistband of my skirt, ready to shed it, but he places his hand over mine, stopping me.

      “Not yet.” He smiles, a flash of blinding white in the dull yellow light of the room. “I want you to dance for me first.”

      I slowly back away from him, my nervous laughter ringing in the tiny room. “Um, I don’t think so.”

      “Oh, I definitely think so,” he says softly. “I’m sure you know how to move.”

      What’s that supposed to mean? “True confession, I’m a terrible dancer.”

      “You don’t strip?” He appears surprised.

      “No.” I shake my head. “I don’t have any rhythm.”

      “Oh, come on. I’m sure you can dance just fine. Plus, with breasts like these…” He reaches out and actually cups them, as if he’s weighing them in the palms of his hands. He doesn’t even look me in the eyes. He’s too entranced with the rest of my body, and I find that insulting. “…and that fucking spectacular body of yours, I’m surprised.”

      I’m frozen, trying to calm my shaky breaths while his hands are still wrapped around my breasts. It’s weird, having a stranger touch me like this. An older man who’s actually paid a lot of money to touch me. It’s one thing to let a teenager paw at me, or to let Rhett have me last night. That I was willing to do.

      But this moment…is strange.

      “You have perfect nipples,” he murmurs, rubbing his thumbs over them. They harden from his touch and I want to close my eyes in mortification, but I don’t. I just stand there and take it. “Such a pretty pink.”

      “T-thank you?” I don’t know how to respond. This is incredibly awkward.

      He leans in close, his mouth near my ear as he murmurs, “I bet that pretty little pussy of yours is just as pink. Am I right?”

      Greg steps away before I can say anything, setting his drink on the end table next to the couch and pulling his iPhone out of his jeans pocket. “I have a song I want you to dance to. Let me find it.”

      I’m still shell-shocked by what he said to me. I can run right now if I wanted to. Just—throw open that door and bolt out of here. Fuck the ten grand. I know Don would want to murder me and I’d probably lose my job, but do I really want to go through with this?

      “Take off the skirt,” Greg commands, his soft voice holding the slightest edge. His gaze is still locked on the phone as he speaks. “I want to see you dance in your panties and shoes and nothing else.”

      I stand completely still, my mind racing. Should I stay? Or should I run? I think of Rhett and how we fucked last night. I think of my dwindling bank account, and that giant tuition bill looming in the distance.

      Looks like I’m going through with it.

      I take off my skirt and fold it with shaky hands, setting it on the counter just behind me. Glancing over my shoulder, I catch Greg scrolling through his phone and making his song selection. He turns up the volume as the music starts, some kind of jazz instrumental tune that’s heavy on the piano and saxophone. I swear my knees are knocking together and I grab the water bottle that sits nearby, taking a giant swig from it. Really, I thought the water would help calm my buzzing nerves, but now I feel like my stomach is sloshing around.

      “You ready?” Greg asks.

      I turn to face him, watching quietly as he sits on the couch, the phone still in his hand, his finger pressing against the side so that the volume turns up. I swallow hard, crossing one foot over the other to stabilize myself. The expectant expression on his face tells me I need to get to it. I need to start dancing.

      After all, seven thousand dollars is on the line.

      Clearing my throat, I rest my hands on my hips and then slowly start to move. I run my hands over my body and twirl around on my heels, surprised I don’t go tottering over. The music kind of sucks, but I’m trying to get into it. I keep my gaze just above Greg’s head as I continue to move, concentrating on the music. The rhythm. I’ve never been exposed to much jazz, but I can tell I don’t like it.

      But I can’t worry about that right now. I need that money.

      The more I dance, the more my muscles loosen. Slowly but surely, I’m shedding my inhibitions and I tell myself I might actually be enjoying this.

      Then again, maybe I’m not.

      I finally look at Greg, surprised to see him sitting there so impassively, the phone still in his hand, and I wonder if he’s recording me. He’s observing me with complete disinterest, like he might watch a janitor mop the floor. One arm is stretched out across the back of the couch, the other one clutching the phone, his expression impossible to read. He’s sprawled out on the couch like he’s never seen anything so boring in all his life.

      The music is still going but I stop dancing, my arms hanging at my sides as I glare at him. He sits up straighter, his shrewd gaze meeting mine. “Why’d you stop?”

      “Why aren’t you enjoying it?”

      Those brows lift again. For some odd reason, the gesture reminds me of Rhett—the very last person I should be thinking of. “Who says I’m not enjoying it?”

      “I can tell.” I wave a hand at him. “You look bored.”

      “Well, I’m not.” He sets the phone on the couch beside him and leans back, crossing his arms in front of his massive chest. For an older guy, he’s actually very big. Muscular.

      Intimidating.

      “Okay.” I drawl the word out, like I’m full of doubt, which I so am.

      “And who said you could stop?” He’s still glaring at me. “Keep dancing.”

      I’m annoyed. Not embarrassed or nervous, but full-blown, I-see-red annoyed. It was the way he said that, like he’s in total command of me. “You’re not my boss,” I mutter as I try to reestablish my rhythm.

      Greg hears me. He’s up and in my personal space within seconds, his fingers going underneath my chin so he can tip my face up, forcing me to meet his gaze. “What did you just say?”

      Anger blazes in his eyes, but I don’t care. I’m angry too. My voice is clear and firm when I say, “I said, you’re not my boss.”

      His fingers tighten on my chin almost painfully. “I just paid a hell of a lot of money to have you for the night.” The smile he gives me isn’t friendly. No, more like menacing. “That means I can do pretty much whatever I want to you.”

      We stare at each other for a tension-filled moment, and he squeezes my chin again, pinching my skin before he releases me. He wraps his arm around my waist, his hand palming my butt before giving it a slap, and I jolt away from him, startled.

      My anger dissipates, replaced by a heavy dose of fear. I don’t like how Greg is talking to me. Or looking at me. I should’ve never agreed to this.

      It’s now or never.

      Slowly, I turn and make my way toward the door. The music immediately shuts off and then Greg is chasing after me. I can hear his hurried footsteps drawing closer. I’m at the door, my fingers curling around the handle, but he stops it from opening with a firm hand pressed against the wood.

      “What do you think you’re doing, bitch?” he whispers by my ear, his face so close to mine I can feel his lips move against my skin.

      The disgusted shiver that runs through me can’t be disguised. “I’m leaving.”

      When I try to turn the handle again, he just presses his hand against the door harder. Trapping me. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      I keep my gaze fixed straight ahead. I don’t want to look at him. I’m too scared at what I might see. “I don’t want to do this.”

      “I don’t really give a shit.” His free arm circles around my waist and he spreads his hand across my bare stomach, fingers reaching, just brushing the underside of my breasts. “I already paid for you, remember. You’re mine. Whether you like it or not. In fact…” His voice drifts and he chuckles, though it’s not a pleasant sound. “I think I’d prefer it if you didn’t like it. I love it when a bitch puts up a fight.”

      A whimper threatens to escape me at his ominous words, and I press my lips together, shaking my head. “You’ll get your money back, I promise.”

      Air is shuddering in and out of my lungs and my head is spinning. I swear if he doesn’t let go of me soon, I’m going to black out.

      “I don’t want my money back, you fucking whore. I want you.” He squeezes his arm around my middle and then picks me up, hauling me away from the door. I kick my legs out and back, trying to somehow nail him in the knees, but I miscalculate my aim.

      I nail him with the pointy heel of my shoe right in the balls instead.

      “Fuck!” Greg’s arms fall away from me, and I drop to the ground, my knees hitting the floor with jarring force, making them throb. Scrambling to my feet, I glance over my shoulder to see Greg hunched over on his knees, his hands covering his crotch. He lifts his head, his murderous gaze meeting mine. “You fucking bitch!”

      I grasp for the door handle and turn it, crying out in relief when the door swings open so easily. Without looking back, I run out of the room, and make my way toward Don’s office.
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      “He attacked me.” Those are the first words out of my mouth when I enter Don’s office, still clad in just my panties and my heels. I slam the door shut and turn the lock, then lean against the door, my chest heaving, my knees still throbbing. “That fucker was going to rape me.”

      The annoyed look on Don’s face makes me want to punch him. “Give me a break, doll. He paid ten grand for you. He can do whatever the fuck he wants to you.”

      I proceed to explain everything, not leaving out one single detail. “He’s a fucking creep, Don,” I say when I finish my story.

      His weary sigh seems extra loud. “Aren’t they all?” He rises to his feet. “I’ll go check on him. You wait here.”

      Like I’d leave. No way do I want to run into creepy Greg again. The murderous look on his face when I stabbed him in the balls with my shoe still lingers in my brain. I collapse in one of the chairs that face Don’s desk, scrubbing a shaky hand over my face, remembering that I’m sitting here basically naked. My entire body is trembling and I wrap my arms around myself, glancing around the messy office, wishing I had my clothes. At least my skirt. Something.

      Anything.

      I’ve never been more scared than I was in that moment when Greg reached behind me and lifted me up, my legs kicking into the air. That was it. A do or die moment, and thank God, luck was on my side.

      Don is back in less than a minute, tossing my skirt at me as he walks past, his eyes wide with shock as he falls back into his chair. “He’s gone.”

      “What do you mean, he’s gone?” I snap, stepping into my skirt and lifting off the seat so I can slip it back on. Where did Greg go? “Maybe we should call the cops.”

      “Fuck no. Then I’ll get busted for pimping and pandering and you’ll get arrested for solicitation.”

      I throw my hands up in the air. “I didn’t solicit shit!”

      “We’re not calling the cops,” Don says firmly, making his way around his desk and settling heavily into his chair. “He vanished. Already paid, too.”

      “What?”

      “Yep, I made him pay up front.” Don nods, looking pleased. “Guess you lucked out, doll.

      “Lucked out?” I ask incredulously. “Are you serious?” I can’t believe he just said that.

      “Trust me, it could’ve be worse,” he says grimly.

      “That creep tried to rape me,” I remind him.

      “Yeah, and I’ll give you a thousand bucks for your trouble, all right?” Don sends me a look, one that says I shouldn’t argue with him.

      Please. Give me a break.

      “A thousand bucks? That’s it? You owe me seven.”

      “How am I supposed to know if he’s coming back? If he’s smart, he’ll want his money.” Don shrugs, his gaze skittering away from mine. “A thousand. That’s all I’m giving you, Jen.”

      “No. I want all the money, or I’m calling the police.” My voice is calm, edged with determination. I mean it. I’ll get the cops involved. I’m not scared.

      I want the money that bad.

      We stare at each other for a long, tension-filled moment until Don’s shoulders slump.

      “Fine. Let’s split it.”

      “Don.” My voice is a warning and I lean toward the desk, reaching for the phone sitting there.

      “Stop. No.” He bats my hand away from the phone and hope rises within me when he opens his desk drawer and pulls out an envelope practically bursting with cash.

      I remain quiet as I watch Don count each bill out, one by one, until there are seven stacks each of ten one hundred dollar bills.

      “Here you go,” he says. He withdraws the rest of the cash and stashes it in his desk drawer before he tosses the used envelope at me. “Put it in there.”

      I do as he says, not bothering to say thank you. Why should I thank the man who was trying to steal my money? Fuck that.

      “Sorry about that,” he says as he keeps his gaze fixed on his desk. Like he can’t look at me. “Don’t worry about that asshole. I’ll take care of him if he comes back. You can take the next few days off if you want.”

      Without a word I rise to my feet and make my escape, not once looking back. You’re damn right I’m taking the next few days off, I think as I make my way to the dressing room, heading straight for the locker where all of my belongings are. I throw open the door and pull my purse out, shoving the envelope deep inside. Other girls are in the room with me, all of them silent as they watch me get dressed. I pull on a sweater, a pair of forgotten leggings that were stashed in the very corner of my locker. I slip my Vans back on and give all three of them a long, lingering look before I announce, “This place is a complete shit hole.”

      They all cheer and yell, one of them even whistling as I walk outside, letting the door slam into place.
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      Over the next few days I wallow in my misery, never leaving my house. Savannah texts me a few times, asking why I’m not at work and if I’m okay, but I ignore her. Rhett texts me as well, wanting to know if I want to get together sometime this week, but I ignore him too.

      Seeing Rhett is the last thing I want after what I went through with Greg. Not that Rhett’s to blame or anything, but I can guarantee he’s going to want to have sex with me again, and I don’t know if I can do that right now. Not after what happened to me.

      I feel too battered and bruised. Too raw and…ugly. Yes, ugly. Greg called me terrible names. He wanted to hurt me.

      And comparing what Greg tried to do to me versus my experience with Rhett the night before? How sweet yet aggressive Rhett had been, and how much I wanted him? My brain can’t compute all the conflicting thoughts.

      I skip school, something I can’t afford to do, considering I’m already behind. But I know I won’t be able to concentrate on the lectures, so why waste my time? I stay in bed for three days straight, until my hair is stringy and greasy and I’ve been in the same clothes for so long I’m starting to smell funky. The entire time I do nothing but watch new movies on this illegal download site I find, and when even that gets boring I watch a bunch of crime shows on YouTube.

      All the tales of murder, double-crossing and serial rapists get to me. Make me think my life is turning into a made-for-TV movie—or at least excellent fodder for one of these crime shows. They always say “based on a true story”—and my true story is so messed up. It just keeps getting worse.

      I cry too. I mentally ask myself a lot of questions. Like what the hell am I doing? Do I really want to be this person? I almost let some old guy rape me for thousands. Hell, I still got paid and I bet that pisses Greg off so bad.

      So what does that make me? A whore?

      Yes. In my eyes, definitely yes.

      I had sex with Rhett just so I can get closer to his stepmother, aka my mother. How messed up is that? Is what happened with Greg karma trying to get back at me for what I’m doing to Rhett? I’m using Rhett, so Greg used me?

      I’m starting to think that’s it. That’s why this happened. My decisions have led me down this dark path, and now it’s become so awful, so fraught with too many scary unknowns, I don’t think I can handle it any longer.

      When I can’t take myself anymore, I finally get out of bed and take the longest shower of my life, almost as long as the one I took Saturday night, when I tried my best to scrub Greg off my skin. I already threw away the skirt and panties because they smelled like him and his expensive cologne, and the scent made me want to vomit.

      Just the mere thought of Greg makes me want to vomit.

      After my shower, I lotion myself up good, blow-dry my hair, apply some light makeup, and then start packing. Like, anything I can shove into my one old suitcase that once belonged to my dad, it goes in there. I don’t have a lot of furniture or personal items, so anything left behind I don’t care about.

      I need to get the hell out of here.

      After grabbing the biggest tote bag I own from my closet, I throw my old purse inside as well. I sit on the saggy pleather couch and go on the Internet, searching for a bus ticket back to my hometown, finding one that would leave in about ninety minutes. I could take city transit to the bus depot and leave. Forget school and Rhett and my mother. Forget City Lights and Savannah and Don and Chuck. Forget Greg. It’s best if I leave everything behind and pretend Jensen never existed.

      Despite all the time and energy I put into this, I need to abandon my revenge plan. It’s getting me into a lot of trouble.

      Trouble I don’t need.

      Trouble I can’t handle.

      Deciding I’d rather purchase the bus ticket with cash, I give up my ticket search and go into the kitchen, where I throw away everything that’s old or close to expiring. Once I have that clean, I go through the tiny cupboard I call my pantry, tossing out bags of stale chips and boxes of old crackers. I find a few snacks I can take with me on the bus, stuff I can eat later, plus a couple of bottles of water, and I shove it all in my tote bag.

      The cash Don gave me plus the little bit I’d saved over the months is bound with a rubber band and stashed inside a flower-printed cosmetics bag my dad gave me when I turned thirteen. The bag is faded now, and kind of hideous, but I’ve never been able to part with it.

      My one sentimental piece beyond the earrings that belong to my mother.

      After eating a giant bowl of cereal with the last of the milk from the fridge, I toss the plastic bowl in the trash along with the milk carton and then move through my tiny house to turn out all the lights. I lock the back door, make sure all the blinds and curtains are closed, and I finally grab my stuff and start to head out the front door. I’ve paid rent through this month, and there’s only a few more days left before a new month starts. When I don’t make my next rent payment, I know my landlord will come looking for me. I should probably leave a note, but screw it. They’ll be able to figure out I’m gone.

      Not that they’ll really care. At least they get to keep my deposit.

      With an irritated huff, I throw open the door and stop short at what I find waiting for me on the front porch.

      A bouquet of flowers in a glass vase, though they’re nothing standard like a dozen roses or anything like that. No, this arrangement is a variety of colorful, vibrant wildflowers, and they are absolutely gorgeous.

      No one has ever given me flowers before.

      I drop my tote to the ground and leave my suitcase standing upright as I bend down to pick up the vase. I bury my face in the flowers, their velvety petals caressing my cheeks, their delicious scent filling my head. There’s no card, and for the briefest, scariest moment, I wonder if they could be from Greg.

      That means he knows where I live.

      “I’ve been waiting for you out here for almost an hour.”

      Whirling around, I watch in disbelief as Rhett walks across my weed-filled yard, a bashful smile on his face. I glance down at the flowers, then back up at him. I’m shocked that he’s here. After the ugliness of the last few days, his presence lights me up. Lightens me up. Makes me feel…

      Hopeful.

      “These are from you?” I hold the vase out.

      He nods. “You like them?”

      Ignoring his question, I ask, “What do you mean you’ve been waiting out here for almost an hour? Why didn’t you knock?”

      “I did knock. A couple of times,” he answers, stopping just at the edge of my porch. “I guess you didn’t hear me.”

      I must not have. I’ve been too busy packing and trying to figure out what I’m going to do with my life.

      “Looks like you’re going somewhere.” He nods toward the suitcase next to me.

      “Oh.” I shrug, trying to be nonchalant. Inside, though, I’m a bundle of nerves.

      Rhett is here. He came to see me. And he left me flowers.

      What does this mean?

      “Oh? That’s all you’re going to say?” Now he’s standing directly in front of me, the only barrier the vase of flowers between us. “I’ve tried texting you for days, but you haven’t responded.”

      I’ve ignored all of his texts. I eventually blocked his number a couple of days ago so I wouldn’t see them anymore and be tempted to answer him.

      So why does he stick around? No one else does in my life.

      What makes Rhett the exception to the rule?

      “I even tried calling you.”

      A weak laugh escapes me. “I never answer phone calls.”

      “I figured that.” Rhett chuckles, but he sounds nervous. And this makes my heart want to crack wide open yet again. “I haven’t been able to think about anything else since we were together Friday night.”

      His admission makes my heart crack open even more. Why is he saying this? Why is he doing this to me?

      “But I’m starting to think I’m the only one who feels this way, since clearly you’re doing all right without me.” He waves in the direction of my suitcase, like he’s upset. And maybe he is. Maybe he’s hurt because I ignored him, and now he’s giving me flowers and I look like I’m running away, which I am. I so am. I don’t deserve him.  “I’ll let you get back to whatever you were doing.”

      He turns and starts walking toward the sidewalk, and I watch his retreating back.

      Let him go.

      Let him walk out of your life.

      You don’t owe him an explanation.

      It’s better that he thinks of you as a fond memory versus that evil bitch who used him.

      Let.

      Him.

      Go.

      “Rhett. Wait.”

      I chase after him, the vase still clutched in my hands, the flowers bouncing in my face. I grab hold of his arm and he stops, turning to face me. There’s high color in his cheeks, and his eyes are blazing with frustration and anger and…

      Want. Lots and lots of want.

      My body responds automatically. I want him too. Despite everything I just went through, I lean into him, wishing he would touch me.

      But he doesn’t. He’s too angry to give in. I can see it in the determined set of his jaw, the wary way he’s watching me. He’s put himself on the line and I’ve done nothing but make him feel worse.

      “I swear, Rhett, I didn’t hear you knock. And I—” Hesitating, I scuff my feet on the sidewalk, feeling stupid. “I blocked your number so I wouldn’t text you back,” I admit, my voice low.

      He’s frowning, like he can’t comprehend what I just told him. “Why didn’t you want to text me back?”

      “I was, uh, I was going to leave. My—my grandma is not in the best of health, and no one else in the family wants to take care of her, so it’s up to me.” There. That’s a nice lie that won’t hurt his feelings. How can he be mad at me for wanting to take care of my sick grandma? “I need to leave tonight, and I didn’t want to tell you.”

      “Why didn’t you want to tell me?”

      “More like I didn’t know how to tell you.” I’m messing this up, but are we really surprised? I don’t know how to have a normal relationship with a person. Don’t know how to start or maintain one either. “I really—liked you, and I didn’t even want to admit it to myself, because it couldn’t last. I’m not a permanent fixture here, Rhett. And that means I can’t be a permanent fixture in your life.”

      He’s watching me, his gaze locked on my face, his expression so sincere, so earnest, it almost makes me want to cry. I prepare myself for what he’s about to say. I can tell it’s going to be something sweet and wonderful and his words are going to make me want to cave in and stay.

      The very last thing I should do is stay.

      “Jensen.” He says my name like an endearment, and I can feel the tears stinging the corners of my eyes. “You should’ve told me all of this sooner.” He takes the vase from my hands and sets it on top of his car. In my despair to chase after him, I didn’t even notice we ended up standing right next to it. “I can help. Whatever you need, I’m here for you.”

      “You barely know me.” His hands feel so good when they gently clamp around my shoulders. Like he could pull me into him and offer up all his strength, all his warmth and I could absorb it. Feed off it. It’s so weird, but I instinctively know he’d take care of me, no matter what, and I don’t deserve so much faith. “Why do you even care?”

      “I told you I want to get to know you better.” He hesitates, like he’s afraid to reveal more. But he takes a deep breath and forges on. “From the moment we first met, there was something about you. You intrigued me. You still do.”

      I’m at a complete loss for words.

      “Didn’t you feel the connection between us the other night? God.” He hauls me to him, holding me close, my face buried against the solid wall of his chest, and I breathe in his clean, fresh scent. It’s nothing like the cloying cologne Greg used. But Rhett still smells expensive, deliciously expensive, and thoughtful and caring and—

      “Let me help you.” He slips his fingers beneath my chin, tilting my face up so I have no choice but to meet his earnest, hopeful gaze. His fingers are gentle, a complete contrast to the way Greg touched me. “Do you need a ride? I can take you to your grandma’s house. Whatever you need.”

      “What? Oh.” I’d already forgotten my lie to him. Not smart. I need to keep better track. “Maybe someone else can take care of her after all. I don’t know.” My excuses sound weak, and I clamp my lips shut.

      “Okay then.” His fingers fall away from my chin. His voice is slow, and he’s frowning at me. I’m sure I’ve confused him. No surprise, since I’m feeling pretty confused myself. “You want to come back to my place?”

      “Huh?” He wants to take me back to his palace? Well, I don’t know if he lives in an actual palace while he’s in college, but I know he does when he’s home with the parentals. He used to belong to a frat and lived in the house, but he moved out the spring of his junior year.

      How do I know this? Googling him—he mentioned those interesting facts on an Instagram post.

      God, I’m awful.

      “Jensen. Hey.” He pulls away from me, still holding onto my shoulders, and I’m thankful he’s keeping me in place. My knees are so shaky I’m afraid I could fall. “Are you all right?” He touches my cheek, tucks my hair behind my ear, his fingers so gentle. “You’re acting kinda weird.”

      I am. I always am. Can’t he see it? I’m fake. Fake as my pleather couch, fake as the CZ earrings in my ears. Fake as the name that he calls me.

      There’s nothing about me that’s real.

      My stomach churns as I blink up at him, and I swear I’m seeing two Rhetts. Like he’s a twin egg that split in two. Does that even make sense? No, of course not.

      “I, uh, I feel kinda…dizzy.” Fuzzy black dots fill my vision and I shake my head, but that only seems to make it worse.

      “Damn, your lips are so white. Jensen, what’s wrong? Are you okay? Jensen? Jensen!”
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      I wake up to discover I’m sitting in the reclined passenger seat of Rhett’s car, a soft, gray fuzzy blanket draped over my lower half. I move my fingers, realizing my arms are under the blanket, and I wonder where it came from.

      I also wonder why I care so much about the stupid blanket.

      Closing my eyes, I slowly open them again, trying to bring everything back into focus, but it’s so dark. Last I remember, the sky was still light, though the sun was fading fast. How much time has passed? What happened to me? How did I get into Rhett’s car?

      Maybe I should ask him and find out.

      “What’s going on?” I ask, my voice hoarse. I clear my throat and rise up on my elbows, glancing around. His car is so nice, so expensive. The seats are real leather and butter-soft, while I’m a cheap imitation of a person.

      “Oh, hey. You’re awake.” He smiles over at me, then flicks his chin toward the center console. “There’s a bottle of water in there. Hope you don’t mind that I took it out of your bag. And if you want to lift the seat up, there’s a button you can hit on the base of the seat on the right side.”

      I do as he suggests, raising the seat so I’m sitting upright like a normal person. My throat is dry—it’s like I can’t stop trying to clear it—so I reach for the bottle of water and crack it open, taking a long swallow. My head feels so heavy, it hurts. And I still can’t figure out how I got into this car.

      A weird thought enters my brain and lingers. What if Rhett—did something to me while I was out?

      No. He would never do that. Ever.

      “Thank you for the water. And for rescuing me,” I finally say, hating how my voice cracks.

      He shoots me a quick look, his gaze full of concern. “How are you feeling?”

      “I’m okay.” I shrug, then wince. “My head hurts.”

      “You almost cracked it on the sidewalk.”

      “Really?”

      “Yeah, you fainted, but I caught you before you hit the ground.”

      “I don’t remember doing that,” I whisper.

      “That’s because you were out before I caught you.”

      “Oh.” I don’t know what to say or how to explain myself. Instead, I take another sip of water and stare out the passenger-side window.

      “Have you been sick? Maybe that’s why you fainted?” Rhett asks. I hear the concern in his voice, and I want to tell him I don’t deserve it.

      “I’ve fainted before.” My father told me my mother used to faint sometimes too. Maybe it runs in the family. “Usually I faint because I’m tired or hungry. Or stressed.” Yeah definitely stressed.

      “Maybe you fainted because you’re worried about your grandma.”

      I close my eyes and press my forehead against the window, the cold glass relieving my heated embarrassment. I’m so tired of the lies. Tired of pretending. “My grandma’s fine,” I croak.

      “What?” He sounds incredulous.

      Sitting up, I turn to look at him. “I don’t even think I have a grandma. Not one that I know, at least.”

      “Wait a minute.” He shakes his head. “Are you telling me you made that all up?”

      “Yeah.” I turn my head so I don’t have to look at him when I say, “I did.”

      He swings the car to the right so suddenly, my shoulder rams into the door, and I yelp in pain. We’re in an empty parking lot and he pulls the car into a slot, throwing it into park before he turns and faces me. “What the hell are you talking about?”

      “I made it up. My grandma being sick. There’s no grandma in my life.” There’s no one in my life. Period.

      “You lied to me, then.” The disgust in his voice is obvious. Of course he’s disgusted. I’m not who I say I am. I’m using him. I’m a whore who fucked him on Friday night and almost let another man fuck me again on Saturday. I don’t deserve his kindness, or his help.

      Lifting my chin, I keep my gaze on his. “I did.”

      Rhett blows out a harsh breath and looks away, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “Where were you planning on going anyway?”

      “Back home.”

      “Where’s home?”

      I keep my gaze averted. “I don’t want to tell you.”

      He punches the steering wheel, making me flinch and cower away from him, and the pure misery that crosses his face as he studies me almost makes me feel bad for reacting that way.

      But not really. His violent outburst is a good reminder that they’re all the same. Even the so-called good ones.

      “I should go,” I say after a few minutes tick by and no one’s talking. I grab my tote and sling it over my shoulder. “Where’s my suitcase?”

      “In the trunk,” Rhett mutters as he leans over and hits the button to open it.

      Without a word, I climb out of the car and go to the back, opening the trunk and pulling my ratty old suitcase out. Rhett’s suddenly there too, trying to take the suitcase away from me, but I jerk the handle out of his hold.

      “There’s no way I’m going to leave you here,” he starts, but I hold up my hand, silencing him.

      “Yes, you are. I don’t need a ride from you.”

      “Jens. You’re being ridiculous.” He thrusts his fingers through his dark hair, messing it up. God, he’s so good-looking. I can admit it now. He’s gorgeous. And I like him. Though I shouldn’t. He’d only disappoint me in the end.

      Looks like I already disappointed him.

      “Let me take you wherever you need to go.” He hesitates, then seems to go for it. “I wanted to bring you back to my house. You can stay there for as long as you want. I have a guest bed—”

      I cut him off. “No.” I shake my head. Press my lips together.

      Another ragged sigh leaves him, and this time he does get hold of my suitcase, jerking the handle away from me and then tossing it back into the trunk. “Get in the car,” he says quietly.

      “Rhett—”

      “Get in the goddamn car.” He slams the trunk shut and stalks around the side of the car, climbing back into the driver’s seat. I follow his lead, slipping into the passenger side and closing the door behind me.

      “Take me to the bus station,” I tell him quietly.

      “Jensen…” He sighs my name, the frustration and longing so obvious in his voice. I’m making him crazy. And I would continue to make him crazy if I stuck around.

      Not in a good way either.

      “Please, Rhett.” I pause, swallowing past the lump in my throat. “I can’t stay here. I just…I can’t.”

      Without another word, he puts the car in reverse and backs out of the parking spot. We’re silent for the entire drive, and I can’t even look at him. He hates me. I can feel the anger emanating from him in palpable waves, and I wrap my arms around myself, trying to ward off the sudden chill in the air. His stony silence is agonizing. I’d rather deal with him angry and ranting, calling me names and getting physical with me.

      But his total withdrawal, the stiff way he holds himself, as if he’s become so disinterested in me…it’s painful.

      Rhett pulls into the bus depot and I’m exiting the car the second he puts it into park. He helps me get my suitcase and hands the heavy tote bag over to me, which I grab and sling over my shoulder.

      “Unblock my number and let me know you made it home okay,” he demands.

      “Sure.” I shrug. Like I’m really going to text him.

      “You’re lying again,” he says flatly.

      I sigh and shake my head. “I think it’s probably best if we cut off all communication. Don’t you?”

      He shoves his hands into the pockets of his jeans, glaring at me. It’s almost like he’s in shock, and he doesn’t know how to feel about me, or how to react. I’ve confused the hell out of him with my lies and confessions, and I bet he’s wondering why he was interested in me in the first place. Worse, he’s probably full of regret over us having sex, and him bringing me those flowers…

      The flowers. Where are they? Not that I can take them with me on the bus, but what did he do with them? Are they still in his car? I wish he would’ve given them to me a few days ago. I wish I could’ve enjoyed them longer. At the very least, I wish I took a photo of them so I could keep it on my phone forever.

      But wishes are for fools, and while yes, I can admit I’ve been a giant fool lately, I don’t have time for wishes or hopes or dreams. That’s all a bunch of bullshit. I need to move on.

      I need to leave this town—and Rhett—and never come back.

      “I should go.” I hitch the tote bag’s strap up higher on my shoulder. “I need to go buy my bus ticket.”

      “Yeah. Good luck.” He turns and walks toward his car, and this time, I let him go. I watch his retreating back, my gaze fixed on him as he climbs into the car, starts it, and pulls away from the curb.

      My vision gets blurry, sending me into panic mode, and I realize quick it’s because I’m crying.

      Blinking rapidly, I grab my suitcase and enter the bus station. It’s quiet, only a few people are sitting on the benches in the lobby, and I go to the desk, ready to purchase my ticket back home.

      The lady is nice as she tries to help me find the cheapest route, and all I can do is smile and tell her thank you through the tears. I think she feels bad for me.

      I feel bad for me, too.

      “Will that be cash or charge, hon?”

      “Cash.” I dig through my tote, searching for the ugly flowered cosmetics bag, but I can’t seem to find it. Frowning, I pull everything out of the tote, item by item. My snacks, the bottles of water, my crappy wallet that has maybe twenty bucks inside yet no credit cards, my phone, my actual cosmetics bag full of makeup, and all the other crap that’s rolling around in there.

      But there’s no bag of money.

      It’s fucking gone.

      “Shit,” I mutter as I prop my elbows on the counter and rest my head in my hands. Where did it go? Did it fall out of my bag and in Rhett’s car? Or did it fall out when I fainted in Rhett’s arms? For all I know it could be lying in the gutter right in front of my crappy rental, ripe for the picking.

      A wave of nausea washes over me, and I swallow hard. That was so much money, at least to me. How could I have lost it?

      “Everything okay?” the ticket clerk asks.

      I shake my head as I start shoving all my stuff back into my tote bag. “I don’t have enough money to pay for the ticket.” My voice is shaking and I’m going to start full on balling soon, I swear.

      “Aw, honey. Are you sure?” Her kindness is going to break me.

      “Yeah. It’s okay, though. I’ll be fine.” I sniff. “I’m gonna call my friend, see if I can get some help.” Feeling numb, I head outside, dragging my suitcase behind me, and I settle on the bench right in front of the station. I cry for a little bit, letting my sadness consume me.

      What the hell am I going to do now?

      Wiping at my eyes, I glance up to find Rhett’s car sitting in front of the bus station. I blink a couple of times, like maybe I’m dreaming this, but nope. His car is still there.

      I can’t believe it.

      He rolls down the passenger side window, his expression contrite when his gaze meets mine. My jaw drops open as we stare at each other. I can’t believe he came back for me. Me. Everyone leaves. They don’t care about me. They never did.

      Rhett cares. I don’t understand why, but he does.

      We keep watching each other for what feels like forever, and then he’s climbing out of the car and I’m running toward him, abandoning my suitcase like an idiot. We meet each other on the sidewalk and he pulls me into his arms, his mouth at my ear as he squeezes me tight.

      “Come home with me, Jens,” he whispers and I nod, too choked up to actually answer him.
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      My cosmetics bag full of money isn’t in Rhett’s car. At least, it’s nowhere I can see, and I tried my best to be discreet as I scanned the floorboard where I last had my tote bag. Rhett doesn’t say much as we drive back to his place and neither do I, because what can I say?

      Tell him I’m sorry for being a lying jerk? It feels pointless to apologize.

      When we get to Rhett’s house it’s dark and quiet, like no one’s inside.

      “My roommate isn’t here,” he says as he pulls the car into the garage and puts it in park. He turns to look at me. “Are you okay?”

      “Yeah. I’m good.” I nod, relieved that his roommate is gone. I’m glad we’re alone with no one to bother us. I don’t think I can face another person tonight.

      I follow Rhett to the back of his car to grab my luggage and when he opens the trunk, I see my faded cosmetics bag lying there, just beneath my suitcase. My heart racing, I snag it up without him noticing, shoving the beat up old bag into my tote as Rhett grabs my suitcase to bring it inside.

      The relief that floods me at finding my money is downright overwhelming. As we walk into the house with me trailing behind him, I suddenly feel so tired, so broken down over everything that’s happened to me these last few days, I’m afraid I might collapse.

      “You should take a shower and go to bed,” he tells me as we enter his kitchen, his tone casual, almost indifferent. Like he’s merely a friend letting me crash at his place for the night. But maybe that’s all he wants us to be now. “You look exhausted.”

      “I am,” I admit as he leads me down the hall, showing me first a giant bathroom and then the guest bedroom, where he leaves my suitcase by the door. I enter the bedroom behind him, dropping my tote bag in the middle of the double bed.

      “Well, the bathroom should have everything you need, so…” Rhett’s voice drifts and I turn to find him standing there, looking lost. A little uncomfortable.

      It hurts, to realize I’m the one making him uncomfortable. I royally fucked this up, and there’s no way I can fix it.

      “Thank you, Rhett,” I say softly. “For rescuing me. Again.”

      He nods, stuffing his hands in his front pockets. “I know you probably don’t want to talk about it.”

      Yeah. I so don’t.

      “But I just want you to know that whatever’s—going wrong in your life right now, it can be fixed. I know it can.” The sincerity written all over his face is sweet.

      It’s also pointless. What’s gone wrong in my life can’t be fixed. If he ever finds out what I intended to do to him and his family, he’ll hate me forever.

      “That’s all I’m going to say,” he continues when I don’t respond. “So…good night, Jensen.”

      He turns and walks out of the guest bedroom, and I let him go.

      Heaving a big sigh, I throw my suitcase on the bed and open it, picking out some clothes to change into before I head to the bathroom. I find the shower fully stocked with soap and shampoo but no conditioner, yet I can’t complain. I hop into the giant shower and wash the bus station filth off of me, hoping the shame and sadness I feel slides down the drain too. The water is super-hot and the pressure is perfect, so I stand under that shower head for an extra ten minutes and savor it.

      I’m out of the shower and slathering lotion all over my still damp skin when I realize this is the second shower I’ve taken tonight. This has felt like the longest day of my life, I swear. I need to go to sleep and start over tomorrow. Maybe Rhett and I can talk more then. Maybe I can confess more too, but never the whole truth.

      I can’t risk it.

      When I open the bathroom door and see no lights on at all except for the guest bedroom lamp, I realize Rhett’s gone to bed without saying good night to me.

      That hurts too.

      Everything he seems to do to me tonight hurts, even though I know he’s not trying to do it on purpose. More than anything, I crave his approval. I want him to like me.

      He came back for me, so that’s got to mean something, right?

      I dump my stuff back in my suitcase and then crawl into bed, shutting off the lamp with a loud click in the otherwise silent house. I lay there for what feels like hours, staring up at the ceiling, thinking bad thoughts, wondering if Rhett’s blissfully asleep without a care in the world.

      I hope like crazy he’s tossing and turning just like me.

      When I can’t stand it any longer, I slip out of bed and make my way toward the closed door at the end of the hall.

      Slowly opening the door, I spy Rhett lying flat on his back in the middle of his giant bed. He must’ve heard me enter the room because he sits straight up, the sheet falling to his waist and I can see he’s shirtless, his hair disheveled.

      My entire body goes on high alert at seeing his broad shoulders, his defined chest. I want to touch him, feel his skin on mine, his mouth and tongue…

      “Can’t sleep?” His voice is scratchy. Sexy.

      I stop at the foot of his bed, feeling exposed since I’m wearing an old, oversized T-shirt that barely covers my butt and nothing else. Not even a pair of panties.

      Honestly? I ‘forgot’ to wear panties on purpose. I knew I was going to do this.

      With Rhett, when it comes to us, I have no shame.

      “Yeah,” I finally say.

      “Want to join me?” He flips the covers back and I don’t even bother answering. I just climb into his bed and snuggle up to him with my head resting on his chest, sighing with happiness when he tugs the covers over us before wrapping his arm around my shoulders and pulling me even closer.

      We remain silent and I let my hand wander across his chest, fingers skimming down his stomach. He’s touching me too, one hand sliding up and down my back, the other hand toying with the hem of my shirt. His muscles quiver beneath my fingertips and feeling emboldened, I move further south.

      To discover he’s completely naked.

      “Rhett,” I whisper, trying to sound outraged, even though I’m not. Of course I’m not. This is exactly what I want. “You don’t have any clothes on.”

      “Yeah, well you’re not wearing panties.” To prove his point, he reaches beneath my shirt, his fingers grazing my pubic hair.

      My legs automatically part for him and then he’s touching me, stroking me. I was already wet in anticipation of this and his fingers find my clit, his thumb circling it at the exact moment his mouth finds mine. The kiss is sloppy, all open mouths and searching tongues and mingled gasps and moans. His long fingers feel so fucking good and I strain toward his touch, another gasp escaping me when he strokes my clit just right.

      “I want to be inside you,” he whispers against my mouth and I moan in agony when his fingers disappear. He grabs hold of my waist and next thing I know I’m on top of him, my legs spread across his hips, his hard cock between my legs. I grab the base of him and guide him into position, sinking on top of his cock slowly, the both of us moaning in pleasure as he enters me.

      “Looks like you got what you wanted,” I tell him, smiling when he arches beneath me, sending his cock even deeper.

      Rhett impatiently grabs at my T-shirt and I take it off, yanking it over my head and tossing it onto the floor. His hands go for my breasts, assured fingers stroking my nipples as I start to ride him. He’s so deep, hitting every single pleasurable nerve ending within me and I toss my head back, my hair trailing behind me as I bob and sway.

      “Jesus, you’re beautiful,” he murmurs, his hands going to my hips, guiding my movements. “I could fuck you like this all night.”

      A thrill moves down my spine at his words. Sweet, respectful Rhett knows just what to say when he’s inside me, I’ll give him that.

      “Go faster, baby,” he urges and I increase my pace, crying out when he nudges one particular spot. It feels so good. So, so good. I move faster, faster, faster…

      “Oh God,” I gasp when the orgasm washes over me, making me shiver. I’m a trembling, moaning mess and he flips me over so I’m on my back and he’s fucking me hard, driving me into the mattress, my entire body still shaking from my orgasm as he pounds into me.

      And then he’s coming too. He moans my name, his mouth on my neck, his hips still working as he spills himself inside me. I swear another, smaller orgasm hits me, and I clutch him close, savoring the feeling of the two of us coming.

      Together.

      “Goddamn,” he whispers against my neck when he seems to find himself again. “That was amazing.”

      I start to laugh. I can’t help it. The utter relief of him still wanting me has left me spent.

      Happy.

      He lifts up on his elbows so he can look at me, an arrogant yet adorable smirk curving his mouth. “You wanna do that again?”

      I shift beneath him, enjoying how we’re still connected. He didn’t wear a condom, but I’m on the pill. Probably stupid and reckless and I hope to hell he doesn’t have a STD, but right now, in this moment, I don’t care.

      “Jens?”

      “Yes,” I say when I realize I haven’t answered him. I drop a kiss on his damp with sweat chest before I say, “Let’s do that again.”

      So we do. We do it again and again. We fuck all night, and Rhett’s right. It’s amazing. I let him use me, and he lets me use him. He takes me from behind, his big hands gripping my hips as he pushes deep inside me, making me come so hard I see stars. I get on my knees while he sits on the edge of the bed and I give him a blow job. He spreads me wide and licks me until I’m pulling on his hair and screaming his name.

      And finally, when it’s around three in the morning and Rhett is fast asleep, I slip out of his bed and stand next to it, watching him for a while. He’s lying on his stomach, the sheet draped across the back of his calves, exposing his perfect butt and smooth, muscular back. His eyes are tightly closed, his dark hair a complete mess and his cheeks are covered with dark stubble.

      He’s gorgeous. And for one more night, he belonged to me.

      I make my way back to the guest bedroom and change into a pair of jeans and a sweatshirt. I sent out a text to Savannah right before I took that shower, letting her know Rhett’s address and begging her to come pick me up when she’s done with work.

      She sent me a text a few minutes ago saying she was waiting outside for me.

      Quietly I make my way out of his house, hoping Rhett will forgive me for not locking the door. I head for Savannah’s car and she gets out, opening the trunk for me so I can put my things inside.

      “You sure you want to do this?” she asks after she carefully shuts the trunk.

      I frown at her. “What do you mean?” I’m tired. I’m sore. And I’m really not in the mood for conversation right now.

      “You really want to sneak out and leave whoever it is inside there?” She waves a hand toward Rhett’s house and I glance over my shoulder, hating the longing that seems to spread through me.

      “It’s the right thing to do,” I tell her once I’m facing her. “In the end, I’ll just bring him down, and he’ll hate me.”

      That’s the absolute truth.

      She sends me a pointed look but says nothing. Neither do I. We get in her car and she drives me away from Rhett.

      I cry silent tears all the way to her place.
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      “You’re going to be okay to work tonight, right?” Savannah asks as we walk into the club.

      Nodding, I head straight for the time clock and punch in, Savannah right behind me. “Yeah. I need everything to get back to normal, you know?”

      I can’t sit around and feel sorry for myself any longer. I need to forget what happened with Greg the creep, and I definitely need to forget about Rhett and my plans to ruin him and his family.

      Yeah, I was selfish taking that one last night with him, but I thought it might get Rhett out of my system.

      Instead, I think it made everything worse. He’s all I can think about. I’m fucking obsessed.

      It sucks.

      I also couldn’t stand the thought of going back to my house in the crappy neighborhood and staying there alone. Rhett could find me there, too, and that’s the last thing I want. Savannah’s letting me stay at her place, thank goodness. She said I could stay as long as I wanted, which was a huge mistake. At the rate I’m going, I’ll never leave, but I’m grateful for her friendship.

      I went back to school, trying my best to catch up on my assignments, and begging my professors to let me retake a couple of tests I missed. I thought I would give up on the college dream, but what else am I going to do? I need to see this semester through. What I’ll do after it’s over, though, I’m not sure.

      I’ll worry about that later.

      Don is glad to see me back at work, I can tell just by the look on his face, and I let him embrace me for a brief moment before I extract myself from his beefy arms.

      “You’re looking good, doll,” he murmurs, his expression sincere. “I was worried you wouldn’t come back.”

      “She shouldn’t come back,” Savannah says, coming to stand right beside me. “Not after what happened.”

      Of course, I told Savannah what happened with Greg and she was horrified. Infuriated. I didn’t bother telling her that I still made seven grand. I trust her, but not that much.

      At least Don looks contrite. “Never again. I promise we won’t let something like that happen,” he says firmly. “We’re planning on establishing more strict rules at the club. There will be a meeting about it soon.”

      The moment he walks away, Savannah rolls her eyes. “Right. He’s too greedy to not take money from customers for ‘extra’ services. He’s just saying that because he feels guilty.”

      I don’t respond. Honestly, I don’t want to talk about what happened to me. I’d rather forget it ever happened in the first place. Scrub it from my brain forever.

      “Seriously, Jen, what are you going to do if that guy shows back up here?” Savannah asks as we walk over to our lockers. “He could, you know.” She’s referring to Greg.

      “He won’t,” I say firmly, just as I swing my locker door open. Maybe if I believe what I’m saying, it won’t happen.

      Yet I can’t help but have those thoughts. He could totally show up here whenever he wants, and what would I do? Scream and run? Kick him in the nuts and call him an asshole? Call the cops?

      I can’t do any of that. So I have to keep believing Greg is never going to come back to City Lights again.

      “He might,” Savannah says, ever the positive thinker. “I swear I’ve seen that guy around here before.”

      Curiosity gets the best of me and I have to ask, despite my wish to never talk about him again. “Do you think he’s a regular?”

      “Maybe? I’m not sure.” Savannah takes off her T-shirt and tosses it into the locker. “After a while, they all start to look the same, I swear.”

      “I didn’t recognize him.” Though there was something about him that was oddly familiar. So maybe Greg is a regular? A semi-regular? “I didn’t realize you saw him that night.”

      “Yeah. I did.” Savannah shuts her locker door, her gaze locking on mine. “I saw you taking care of his table. He was originally at one of my tables, but when I came to take their drink orders, he asked for you specifically.”

      Unease slips down my spine, leaving me cold. “What do you mean? Did he request me by name?”

      “Yeah.” Savannah tilts her head to the side, frowning. “Or maybe not. Now I can’t remember.”

      “Try your best to remember.” How would he know who I was? And why would he request me? It makes no sense.

      Unless he’s some sort of crazed stalker.

      “I’m not sure.” Savannah offers a helpless shrug. “Maybe he didn’t ask for you by name. Maybe he just thought you were cute. Did Don say anything?”

      “No, not really.” I shake my head. Though I do remember being confused when Don told me I needed to serve that table, since that section wasn’t one I usually worked.

      “So weird.” Savannah smiles weakly. “Guess that Greg guy knew he wanted you from the start.”

      Her words fill me with dread. “I suppose so.”

      “Girls, quit your chatting and head on out. It’s gonna be extra busy tonight. We’ve got a big group of guys celebrating a bachelor party coming in,” Don says, clapping his hands at us like we’re a pack of dogs he’s trying to get rid of. “Hurry up! Get out there!”

      We head out without protest, Savannah and I going our separate ways the moment we hit the floor. I paste on my best fake smile as I push through the crowd, moving toward the bar. I grab one of the empty trays from the counter, ignoring Chuck’s sympathetic gaze. I don’t need anyone to feel bad for me tonight, even if they have good intentions.

      I’ve got this.

      But the thought of Greg specifically requesting me to work his table that night hangs heavy like a dark, thunderous cloud over my head as I go through the motions with my customers. I’m jumpy, nervous. Constantly glancing over my shoulder. I tell myself everything’s going to be okay, but it’s hard to focus.

      Thankfully, Don was right. The club is extra busy, and the guests are incredibly loud, especially the bachelor party, which is made up of at least thirty men, maybe more. Catcalling their appreciation for every dancer on the stage, shouting their approval when they purchase the groom-to-be a lap dance. The guys aren’t very old—they actually look close to my age—and as I watch the future groom laugh while the stripper grinds on his crotch, I wonder what it’s like to know you’ve found the love of your life by the time you’re in your mid-twenties.

      I can’t even wrap my head around that concept.

      Thinking of love leads me to think of Rhett, which is the biggest waste of my time. I never did unblock his number so he could contact me, and I bet he’s so mad at me. Though really, why would he care? I’m just a bump in the road of his life, a girl he messed around with for a brief moment in time. He’ll never know what I intended, or how I wanted to ruin him and his family.

      And that’s okay. Giving up on my revenge plot was the right thing to do. I don’t have the energy to go after my mother any longer. I feel defeated. Alone.

      Adrift.

      The bachelor party grows even bigger, and Don asks me to help the servers who’ve been working it the entire night, including Savannah. I find her at the bar filling another order, her hair falling out of her ponytail and her cheeks pink. She’s totally frazzled.

      “Tell me how you want me to help,” I say.

      She blows the wayward strands of hair out of her face, a grateful smile curling her lips. “A new group of dudes just showed up and they ordered a round of tequila shots. They’re at table nine. If you could take the shots to them while I handle the bachelor and all his buddies at their table, I’d really appreciate it.”

      “No problem.” I turn to Chuck to let him know that I’m the one taking over the shots order. He loads up my tray with eight shot glasses of the most expensive tequila we’ve got, plus a small bowl of limes and a shaker of salt.

      I lift the tray above my head as I wind my way between the crowded tables. The music is extra loud since there’s a girl up on the stage performing, and the lights are flashing in time to the beat. I can feel men’s eyes lingering on my bare chest as I walk past them, and my arms suddenly feel wobbly, like I might drop the entire tray at any moment. My heart starts to race and my breathing gets short.

      Relax, I remind myself as I take a deep breath. You’ve done this five nights a week for months. Don’t let the bullshit get in your head and cause you to mess up.

      Thankfully, the panic attack leaves me as swiftly as it arrived, and I end up at table nine, my fake smile extra big as I greet the guys waiting enthusiastically for their drinks. I can barely make out their features thanks to the flashing lights, and I mentally pray they aren’t a bunch of rude assholes.

      “Who ordered tequila shots?” I ask, smiling when they all start hooting and hollering, shouting me over and over again.

      With a nervous laugh, I start handing out the shot glasses, leaning over a little bit to let them get a good look at my tits. I realize quick they’re young, and they’re respectful, and I can tell this might be the first visit to a strip club for some of these guys, the ones who seem nervous and can barely look at me. There’s no leering, rude older men contemplating how they might touch me sitting at this particular table tonight. I almost feel…

      Comfortable.

      I offer them the bowl of limes and the saltshaker and they thank me profusely, most of their gazes still locked on my chest, but they don’t bother me. For some reason, I can tell these guys are harmless.

      The stripper on stage finally ends her performance to much applause, meaning it’s the end of the constant flashing lights, and I go to grab my empty tray, turning back toward the bar when I spot a familiar face in the crowd.

      My heart drops into my stomach.

      He sees me too. There’s confusion etched all over his handsome face, his big brown eyes going wide when they land on me. I immediately hold the tray in front of my naked torso like some sort of shield, and I swear I see him mouth my name.

      Jensen?

      No.

      It can’t be.

      It’s Rhett Montgomery. Rhett Montgomery is at City Lights.

      And he’s headed in my direction.
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      Thank you for reading HER DEFIANT HEART!

      Want more? Read what happens next in His Wasted Heart!

      Jensen is a mystery I can’t figure out. She’s a liar. A thief—though the only thing she stole is my heart. She tried her best to escape me and by pure luck, I found her. In the very last place I expected.

      No matter how hard we try, we can’t resist each other, and as we grow closer, she’s starting to reveal pieces of herself. Sharing her secrets, sharing her truths. Yet she’s still hiding something from me, and I can’t figure it out.

      Soon I have my own secrets to keep. One that has the potential to ruin everything…

      ONE CLICK HIS WASTED HEART >
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      With her thirtieth birthday looming, Emma Harrison finds her biological clock clanging and the elusive knight in shining armor yet to appear. She’s running out of options, especially after her gay best friend backs out from being her sperm donor. Of course, there’s always a sperm bank, but Emma fears a donor mix-up might impregnate her with the spawn of Satan.

      

      Resident company womanizer, Aidan Fitzgerald, is used to always getting what he wants, especially in the bedroom. When Emma spurns his advances at the company Christmas party, he's determined to have her no matter what it takes. After Aidan learns of Emma's predicament, he is quick to offer a proposition that will benefit them both. He will father Emma's child, but she must conceive it with him naturally. Not one for hook-ups or casual sex, Emma is reluctant to take him up on his offer, but his charm, coupled with her intense desire for motherhood, wins out.

      

      Soon their baby-making sessions become more than just physical. Aidan can't seem to walk away from her while Emma begins to wonder if Aidan could be the one. But can Aidan leave his past behind to become the man Emma needs him to be?
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      When the door closed behind Aidan, Emma released the breath she had been holding in a long, exaggerated whoosh. Deflated, she leaned against the bathroom counter. Drinks with Aidan Fitzgerald—are you insane? Every woman in the building knew his reputation of screw-em-and-leave-em, and unless you wanted your heart broken, you steered clear of him. Thoughts of their encounter at the Christmas party flashed like a lightning storm through her mind.

      Being new at the company, she had her eye out for any potential single men. After catching him staring at her several times, she’d innocently questioned Casey about who he was. She had shaken her head so fast Emma was sure she was going to get whiplash. “He’s sex on a stick, Em, so you need to stay the hell away from him unless you wanna get used!” she had replied.

      The other ladies had chimed in with very detailed descriptions of some of Aidan’s infamous exploits with different women at the company. So when he’d come sauntering over with his bedroom eyes and swagger, she had sent him on his way, tail between his legs with her hard rejection.

      She dug her makeup bag out of her purse. Gazing in the mirror, she reapplied some loose powder on her face. Her tear-stained eyes needed the works—new eyeliner, mascara, and eye shadow. As a finishing touch, she rolled a tube of rose-colored lipstick across her lips.

      Emma surveyed her reflection and groaned. Why are you even bothering with your face? All he cares about is what you look like from the neck down, preferably the waist. God, of all the men in the building, it had to be Aidan that came to her rescue. Mr. Manwhore Fitzgerald himself. He was the type of man who wasn’t used to ever getting rejected, so she figured he must have a score to settle with her.

      She tossed her makeup bag back in her purse. With a deep breath, she headed outside. True to his word, Aidan sat on one of the benches outside the bathroom. He shot up the moment he saw her. “Ready?”

      “Sure.”

      They pushed through the revolving doors and stepped out onto the sidewalk. Emma’s heels clicked along the pavement as the warm air from the heavy traffic rushing past them ruffled the bottom of her short skirt, and she fought to keep from having a Marilyn Monroe Seven Year Itch moment. “You go to O’Malley’s often?” she asked, trying to make conversation.

      Aidan nodded. “A couple nights a week me and some of the guys from my department have a beer, maybe catch the latest game.” He punched the crosswalk button. “What about you?”

      Emma wrinkled her nose as they started across the street. “Not really. I’m not much on the atmosphere.” When he raised an eyebrow at her, she quickly said, “I mean, it’s fine going with you tonight. It’s just not some place my girlfriends and I like to hang out.”

      With his signature cocky grin, Aidan held open the door to O’Malley’s for her. “Let me guess—since you’re with me, you won’t have to worry about a bunch of drunken assholes hitting on you.”

      “Exactly. Well, maybe just one drunken asshole.” She glanced up at him. “Depending on how much you drink.”

      Aidan’s eyes widened before he laughed. “I’ll try to watch myself.”

      A young blonde stood at the hostess stand. She beamed at the sight of Aidan and adjusted her shirt to give him a better view of her cleavage. He rewarded her efforts with a smile. “Can we get a booth, Jenny?”

      “Sure, Aidan. Follow me.”

      As Jenny sashayed her hips in front of them, Emma rolled her eyes at Aidan; he winked in response. Jenny sat them at a dimly lit booth in the back of the bar. She handed them a menu and then stared directly at Aidan. “See ya later.”

      He gave a brief wave and then turned his attention to the menu. Feeling Emma’s heated gaze, he looked back up. “What?”

      “Nothing,” she murmured.

      “If your nothing is about Jenny, I told you I came here a lot.”

      “I didn’t say anything,” she countered.

      “You didn’t have to. The death glare you were giving me was enough.” He smirked at her. “Since I know you want to ask, Jenny is not one of my conquests, and I’ve never seen her anywhere outside of O’Malley’s. Besides, her dad owns this place, and he wouldn’t hesitate to kick my ass.”

      For some reason, Emma found that statement comforting. Still, she managed to keep her best poker face on and shrugged her shoulders. “It’s none of my business.”

      He only chuckled as a waiter came up to the table. “What can I get you two this evening?”

      Aidan nodded at Emma. “I’ll have a margarita on the rocks with no salt, please,” she said.

      “Heineken in a bottle.”

      The waiter jotted down their order on a napkin and then headed over to the bar. Emma rested her elbows onto the table and put her head in her hands. A long, exasperated sigh escaped her lips.

      “Bad day, huh?”

      She raised her head and a sad smile flickered on her face. “Not one of my best. I really can’t blame Connor for the worst of it either. It was already shot to hell giving Therese a baby shower.”

      “Your boss?” he asked, and Emma nodded. The waiter returned with their drinks. Emma took a dainty swig of her margarita while Aidan pulled a hearty gulp from his bottle. An anxious feeling came over her at his curious expression, and she feared he was about to ask a pretty loaded question.

      “What was so wrong about the baby shower? Someone get shitfaced on spiked punch and not want to play one of the silly games like ‘Guess What’s in the Diaper’?”

      Okay, so that wasn’t the question she was expecting. “How in the world do you know what goes on at baby shower?”

      He grimaced. “I have four older sisters. Trust me, I’ve spent some time in baby shower hell.”

      Emma grinned. “I guess you have.”

      “So what happened?” he prodded.

      With a shrug, she replied, “Nothing really. It was just harder than I thought it was going to be.”

      “Because you want a baby of your own?”

      She gasped and almost knocked her margarita over. “Wait, how could you…?”

      “Connor told me.”

      Emma widened her eyes as a warm flush danced over her cheeks and neck. “H-he did? W-what else did he say?”

      Aidan took another swig before he answered. “That he was supposed to father your baby, but he backed out.”

      Even though she’d only had one sip of her drink, the room tilted and spun around her. She shook her head, trying to shake herself free of the nightmare turn the conversation had taken. This couldn’t be happening. “I’m going to kill him.”

      “You don’t need to do that.”

      “Are you kidding me?” Emma’s voice shot up an octave. “It was bad enough when he was texting and calling all the time. Now he’s shown up at my work to harass me, and worst of all, he told you, of all people, the most private detail of my personal life.”

      Aidan leaned forward, bumping his elbows against hers. “Me of all people…what’s that supposed to mean?”

      Emma ducked her head. “Nothing.”

      “Oh no. You’re not getting off so easy.”

      “It’s just…with the type of man you are, you can’t possibly understand my problems or my desires.”

      Aidan snorted. “Let me guess: because of my alleged womanizing reputation, I can’t fathom what it must be like for you to want to be a mother so bad you’d get your gay best friend to knock you up?”

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “Then tell me.”

      Emma leaned forward until their faces were only inches apart. “Since you think you know everything, tell me if you understand this: have you ever wanted something so bad you think you’ll die if you don’t have it? So bad the mere thought of it keeps you up at night? You can’t sleep, you can’t eat, you can’t drink. You are so consumed by that desire nothing else matters, and you’re not sure life is worth living if you can’t have it.” Bitter tears stung her eyes, and she bit down on her lip to keep from sobbing right in front of him.

      While Aidan remained silent, Emma shook her head and leaned back in her chair. “See? I rest my case. A man like you can’t possibly understand what wanting a baby feels like for me.”

      “No, I get it. I really do.”

      She arched her auburn eyebrows at him. “I doubt that seriously.”

      “Maybe to a certain extent…” A slow, lascivious grin slunk across his face—one that sent warmth to her cheeks and made her squirm in her chair. “I wanted you so bad at the Christmas party I thought I’d die when you refused to come home with me.”

      The husky tone of his voice startled her. “Excuse me?”

      He scooted up so close to her that she fought the urge to back away. She gulped at his nearness. The lustful gleam flashing in his eyes made him like the Big Bad Wolf looming over her. “How much plainer can I make it? You were so damn sexy in that green dress. Your hair was down and fell in waves around your shoulders, and you kept giving me those innocent little smiles from across the room.” His breath scorched against her cheek before he whispered into her ear. “I’ve never wanted to fuck someone so much as I wanted to you.”

      She shoved him away with all the strength she could muster. “God, you’re such an egotistical bastard. I’m baring my soul to you about wanting a child and you tell me you want to…to…”

      Aidan crossed his arms over his chest. “You’re a big girl, Emma. Can’t you say fuck?”

      “You’re seriously disgusting.” She gripped the edges of her glass and narrowed her eyes at him. “If I didn’t desperately need the rest of my margarita, I’d throw it in your arrogant face.”

      He chuckled at her outrage. “Now is that any way to talk to the future father of your child?”

      She snapped back in her seat like a rubber band. “E-excuse me?”

      “I’m talking about a little proposition for us both to get something we really, really want. I give a little, and you give a little.”

      “What do you mean?”

      “I’m talking about offering up my DNA for you. Connor said you refused to go to a sperm bank because you might end up bearing Satan’s spawn, so I figure I’d make a good candidate.”

      Emma widened her eyes as the shockwaves rolled violently through her. “You can’t be serious.”

      “About which part—me being a donor or that I’m a better choice than Satan’s spawn?” he asked with a wicked grin.

      “Both…but mainly that you would want to be my sperm donor.”

      “Yeah, I’m serious.”

      “Do you have any idea what being a sperm donor entails?” she questioned.

      He smirked at her. “I have a pretty good idea.”

      Emma shook her head. “How can you act so flippant about it? It’s a huge commitment.”

      “Give me a break. We’re talking about jerking off into a plastic cup, not donating an organ.”

      “It’s a little more than that, actually.”

      “I had some buddies do it in college. Nothing too strenuous.” Aidan shrugged. “Besides, it’s not like I’m agreeing to marry you and bring up the kid. It’s just a little DNA shared between acquaintances. I’m sure Connor was going to sign something saying he wasn’t raising the kid, right?”

      “Yes, we had discussed a contract when Jeff continued to not want Connor involved.”

      “I bet I’m an even better candidate than Connor was.”

      “And how is that?”

      “Everyone wants a healthy, smart, and attractive kid, right? Well, I just got a clean bill of health with my yearly company physical. My family doesn’t have a history of any major diseases or mental illness. I graduated top of my class from the University of Georgia, and I have my MBA.” He winked at Emma. “And I think it’s safe to say I’d bring some mighty fine-looking genes into the picture.”

      She eyed him suspiciously. “But what’s the catch? No offense, but other than working at the same company as you, I barely know you—and what I do know isn’t very flattering. Regardless of how lightly you’re taking it, offering a part of your essence is a huge sacrifice on someone’s part. I just can’t imagine you doing anything so unselfish.”

      Aidan swept his hand over his heart. “Damn, Emma, that really wounds me. I mean, I just put my life on the line not an hour ago when you and Connor were fighting, yet I’m still a selfish prick.”

      She rolled her eyes. “Just answer the question.”

      He grinned. “Okay, okay, you’re right. My motives are not completely selfless.”

      “I knew it!” she huffed.

      “Here’s my proposition. I offer to father your child, and you, in turn, promise to conceive it with me naturally.”

      Fear radiated over her, causing to her to shudder. “Naturally? As in you and I…have sex?”

      “Most women would find that a little more appealing than you just did,” he mused.

      She shook her head furiously. “I can’t have sex with you!”

      “Why?”

      “I just can’t.”

      “You’re going to have to give me a reason.”

      Emma twisted the paper napkin in her hands, as she was prone to do when nervous. “It’s just I believe sex is something sacred and special, something meant to be done between two people who are deeply committed to each other and who are in love.”

      His brows furrowed. “And how many times have you been deeply committed to someone?”

      She refused to meet his expectant gaze. “Once,” she whispered.

      “Holy shit.” He shook his head. “That’s unbelievable.”

      Emma snapped her gaze up to meet his. “I’m sure it’s hard for you to comprehend anyone who doesn’t bang everything that moves, but I don’t play that game. And yes, I was twenty when I lost my virginity to a guy I’d been dating for over a year who later became my fiancé.”

      “I didn’t realize you were divorced.”

      “I’m not. He got killed in a car accident six months before we were supposed to get married.” Emma fought the deluge of emotions that arose from Travis’s memory. Regret was there as much as grief. How many times had she tortured herself for pushing their wedding date back? At the time, she had thought she was being practical and sensible. She wanted to finish college, and then she wanted him to get halfway through medical school. That’s how she had met Casey—her boyfriend, Nate, and Travis had been best friends at Emory.

      Aidan brought her out of her thoughts. Grimacing, he said, “Jesus, Em, I’m sorry.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured.

      “How long ago was it?”

      “Four years.”

      He choked on the beer he had just guzzled. After he recovered from a coughing fit, he asked, “You haven’t had sex in four years?”

      “No,” she whispered, running her finger along one of the deep grooves in the table’s wood. She hated herself for admitting it to Aidan, but he had to understand why his proposition was so absurd. Even though her need for a baby was desperate, it wasn’t desperate enough to warrant having casual sex with a notorious womanizer. Or was it…

      “Fuck me,” he murmured. “How do you stand it?”

      Emma narrowed her eyes at his incredulous expression. “When the last four years of your life have been a living hell, sex doesn’t really rank high on your list of priorities.”

      Aidan furrowed his brows. “What do you mean?”

      She stared down at the napkin, which now lay shredded in her lap, and tried to keep her emotions in check. The last thing she wanted to do was become hysterical in front of him for the second time that evening. “After Travis was killed, I just shut down for a year. I guess you could say I was like a zombie. I got up, went to work, and came home. Then just as I started to see sunlight again, my mom was diagnosed with cancer. She was my whole world, and for eighteen months, my entire life was consumed by taking care of her.” Tears blurred her eyes. “And then she just slipped away.”

      At the sight of Aidan’s stricken expression, Emma gave a nervous laugh. “I can only imagine right now you’re wishing you’d never asked me out for a drink, least of all propositioned me.”

      “That’s not what I was thinking at all.”

      “Oh really now?”

      “If you must know, I was thinking about how I’ve never met a woman like you before.”

      “Is there supposed to be a compliment in there?”

      “Of course there is. I’m not that big of an asshole, you know.” After she rolled her eyes skeptically, he took her hand in his. “You’re like a paradox to me. One minute you’re like this fragile flower and the next you’re tough as unflinching steel.”

      Emma couldn’t keep her mouth from gaping open. “I can’t believe you just said something that deep and sensitive.”

      “I have my moments,” he replied with a grin.

      “By all means, please try to have more of them.”

      Aidan’s jovial expression turned serious. “I’m truly sorry about everything you’ve been through in the last few years. No one should have to endure so much and do it alone.”

      “Thank you,” she murmured, trying not to stare at him like he had suddenly grown horns. Was it actually possible that underneath his self-centered persona there was a good heart? One that truly cared about all she had been through?

      “And I’m also sorry about giving you such a hard time about the sex thing. It’s quite refreshing to meet a woman with old-fashioned ideals.”

      “You’re serious?”

      Aidan gave Emma a sheepish grin. “Yes, I am. It’s also nice to know your very public rejection at the Christmas party wasn’t just about me but more about your personal beliefs.”

      “Honestly, could you be more egotistical?” Emma replied, but she couldn’t help smiling at him.

      “All joking aside, I can see why you want to have baby.”

      “Oh you can?”

      He nodded. “You’ve had so much death and loss that you just want a little life in you.” He squeezed her hand. “Right?”

      Emma sucked in a raspy breath as his words reverberated through her. How was it possible for someone like Aidan to tap into the very heart of her emotions when even Casey sometimes didn’t understand her deep desire for motherhood? “Yes,” she murmured.

      “Then let me give you that. Let me give you a baby.”

      She fought the urge to pinch herself at the absurdity of the situation. How had she gone from being an emotional wreck at the baby shower to having a man offering to fulfill her wildest dreams? The rational side of her mind railed against her heart. “Do you have any idea how crazy this sounds? I don’t even know you! Why are you even offering up a part of yourself to me, of all people?”

      “I already told you why.”

      Emma gave a frustrated sniff. “So you can sleep with me. That’s your only motivation?”

      He gave her a crooked grin. “You vastly underestimate your allure and sex appeal.”

      “If I’m going to even begin to take you seriously, you’re going to have to give me a better reason than that.”

      Aidan squirmed a little in his chair and cleared his throat before replying. “Well, there is another reason…”

      “And?”

      He scowled at her. “Okay, fine. When my mother was dying of cancer, I promised her I would have children some day. This way, I figure I can keep my promise with the least amount of commitment necessary.”

      Although he tried to hide it, Emma could see the pain simmering in Aidan’s eyes. It was obvious how much he loved his late mother. “I’m very sorry about your mother,” she murmured.

      He shrugged. “It was five years ago.”

      “Why did she make you promise to have children? I mean, didn’t she just assume you would have them one day?”

      “Not really.”

      She gave a disgusted shake of her head. “I bet you can’t even stand being around kids.”

      “For your information, I have nine nieces and nephews and a three-month-old great-nephew. If you talked to any of them, they would tell you what a good uncle I am.” He took out his iPhone and scrolled through a few pictures before thrusting the screen in front of her.

      “Oh,” Emma murmured as she surveyed the smiling faces. “I didn’t realize you had such a big family.”

      “Four sisters, remember? Plus, we’re Irish Catholic.”

      She nodded. “Aren’t you a little young for a great nephew?”

      He pointed to an attractive middle-aged woman. “Angela is fifteen years older than I am, and Megan wasn’t actually expecting to become a mother at twenty-two.”

      Emma smiled at the newborn in the young girl’s arms. “He’s beautiful.”

      “In nine months, that could be you,” Aidan said softly.

      Emotions swelled in her chest, and she felt like she couldn’t breathe. She momentarily closed her eyes, desperately trying to keep the frail thread of her sanity from snapping in two. The answer to all her problems was sitting directly across from her. All she had to do was say yes, and she could finally be a mother. It was all too much to process, and she desperately needed to get away from Aidan to think clearly.

      When she finally opened her eyes again, she found Aidan staring at her. She smiled apologetically. “I’ve had a lot thrown at me today. I’m going to need some time to think about this.”

      “I understand. Take all the time you need. You know where to find me.”

      Emma nodded and then stood up. “Thanks for the drink…and for listening.”

      He nodded. “Any time.”

      Then she did something that surprised herself—she leaned over and kissed his cheek. When she pulled away, Aidan’s eyes bulged. “Goodnight,” she murmured before hightailing it out of the bar.

      Late summer heat smacked against her face as she started into the night. Drained emotionally and physically, her legs felt wobbly, and she stumbled a little on the uneven pavement. She had just entered the dimly lit parking deck when someone grabbed her arm. Emma whirled around and used all her strength to connect with the assailant’s face—hard.

      “Damn, you have a good right hook,” Aidan groaned as he brought his hand to his right eye.

      “Oh God, I’m so sorry! I didn’t know it was you!” she apologized.

      “No, it’s okay. I was a dick to not call out your name first.” He peeked at her through one eye. “Let me guess, you took the company up on their female assertiveness training course?” She bobbed her head. “Yeah, well, they taught you well. I’m just glad you didn’t go for the old SING method.”

      “Oh, the solarplexus, instep, nose, groin thing?”

      Aidan nodded. “Nailing me in the balls wouldn’t have worked very well with my offer.”

      Desperate to change the subject away from his manly parts, she asked, “What are you doing anyway?”

      “My car is here.”

      “Oh, that’s right,” she muttered, feeling like an idiot.

      “And I promised Connor I’d make sure you got to your car okay.”

      She tried to resist the fluttering of her heart at his act of kindness. “Thank you. That was awfully sweet of you.” She pointed down the aisle. “I’m just over there.”

      “I can walk you.” When she eyed him skeptically, he grinned. “You know, to prove chivalry isn’t dead and all.”

      “Okay then.”

      Their shoes echoed off the pavement, filling the silent parking deck. “So, um, do you live nearby?” he asked.

      “No, I’m about thirty minutes away in East Cobb.”

      “That’s not too bad a drive. You know, when there isn’t any traffic.”

      Emma ducked her head to keep from giggling at Aidan’s bad attempt at small talk. She must not have hid her amusement very well because he suddenly asked, “What’s so funny?”

      She smiled. “Oh, I was just wondering when you might mention the weather.”

      “I was that bad, huh?”

      “It’s okay.”

      He grinned at her. “I guess I’m off my game because you’re not like the women I usually come in contact with.” When she opened her mouth to protest, he shook his head. “Trust me, Em, it’s a compliment.”

      “Oh, I see.” Emma motioned to her Accord. “Well, here I am.”

      “Connor would be proud I got you here safe and sound.”

      Emma grunted as she fished her keys out of her purse. “If he lives to see tomorrow after blabbing to you like he did. I’m surprised he hasn’t taken out a billboard on I-75 saying, Please Knock Up My Friend!”

      Aidan laughed. “Go easy on him. He cares about you.”

      Her eyes widened in surprise at the tenderness of his tone. “I know he does.” They stood awkwardly for a moment, staring into each other’s eyes. “Well, thanks again for tonight and for walking me to my car.”

      “You’re welcome.” While Emma pressed the unlock button on her key fob, Aidan started walking away, but then he stopped. He turned back and shook his head. “Oh fuck it.” Taking Emma totally off guard, he shoved her against the car. He wrapped his arms around her waist, jerking her flush against him. Electricity tingled through her at his touch, and his scent invaded her nostrils, making her feel lightheaded.

      She squirmed in his arms. “What are you—”

      He silenced her by leaning over and crushing his lips against hers. She protested by pushing her hands against his chest, but the warmth of his tongue sliding her lips open caused her to feel weak. Her arms fell limply at her sides.

      Aidan’s hands swept from her waist and up her back. He tangled his fingers through her long hair as his tongue plunged in her mouth, caressing and teasing Emma’s. Her hands left her side to wrap around his neck, drawing him even closer to her. God, it had been so very long since someone had kissed her, and it had taken Travis a week to get up the nerve to kiss her like this. Aidan was hot and heavy right out of the gate.

      Using his hips, Aidan kept her pinned against the car as he kept up his assault on her mouth. Just when she thought she couldn’t breathe and might pass out, he released her lips. Staring down at her with eyes hooded and drunk with desire, Aidan smiled. “Maybe that will help you with your decision.”

      He pulled away and started off back down the aisle, leaving her hot, bothered, and alone against the car.
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      The next day at lunch, Casey strolled through Emma’s office door and tossed her wallet on the desk. “Do not under any circumstances let me near the vending machines. I have another dress fitting in a week, and it’s salads and celery until then.”

      Emma half-heartedly chuckled. Her mind was still reeling from the previous night’s events too much to be too involved in Casey’s wedding-dress-diet drama. She had spent the night tossing and turning as her mind whirled with Aidan’s proposition, but mainly she’d been kept awake by her lips still burning from Aidan’s scorching kiss. Her body had ached with longing most of the night as well until she had finally broken down and dug her vibrator out of the nightstand drawer.

      After plopping down in the chair, Casey cocked her head at Emma. “What’s up with you?”

      “Nothing,” Emma lied.

      Casey eyed her while opening up her Tupperware container. “Bullshit. You look like hell.”

      “Thanks. I’m going to assume that’s the diet stress talking, and you’re not just intentionally being bitchy.”

      “Ha ha. You look like you’re having a baby shower emotional hangover today,” Casey replied through a forkful of lettuce.

      “No, it’s nothing like that.” She doodled mindlessly on her desk calendar. Although she wasn’t really sure she was ready to say anything to Casey about her evening with Aidan, she would burst if she didn’t tell someone. At the same time, she knew she needed her best friend’s advice if she was really going to take his offer seriously. “Case?”

      “Hmm?” Casey didn’t look up. Instead, she stared at her salad with a disgusted expression. “You know, I’d kill for some ranch dressing right now.”

      “I need to tell you something.”

      Casey snatched her gaze from the Tupperware over to Emma. “Oh shit. I don’t like your tone. What is it? You’re getting fired? No wait, I’m getting fired?”

      Emma waved her hand dismissively. “No, no, it’s nothing like that. It’s just…” She drew in a deep breath. “After the baby shower, I had drinks with Aidan Fitzgerald.”

      “Oh Jesus you didn’t! Em, I warned you about him!” Casey pinched her eyes shut. “Please tell me he didn’t take advantage of your weak emotional state after the baby shower?”

      “Give me a little credit,” Emma huffed.

      Casey’s dark eyes flew open. “Then what happened?”

      Emma proceeded to tell her everything from Connor showing up and confronting her to Aidan’s offer of DNA. When she got to the part about conceiving naturally, Casey shot out of her chair, sending her salad flying. “Holy shit, Em!”

      “I didn’t say yes.”

      Casey’s eyes widened. “And why not?”

      “Why not? You just freaked out two seconds ago when you thought I had hooked up with him!”

      “That’s different. I know you want a relationship—a husband, and Aidan Fitzgerald is not husband material, but he’s sure as hell stud material!” When Emma didn’t respond, Casey leaned over her desk. “Why did you really turn him down?”

      Emma refused to look up. “Well…you know.”

      “That’s your answer? I can’t think of a possible reason to say no! Let me break it down for you: you have the opportunity to get what you want most in this world, a baby, from a smart, healthy, good-looking man, while combining it with potentially mind-blowing sex.”

      Emma flushed and shook her head. “You know my experience, or lack thereof, with men. I wouldn’t even know how to begin.”

      “Oh, I’ve got a million different scenarios in mind for how you start,” Casey replied, waggling her eyebrows.

      “Ew!” Emma screeched.

      Casey laughed. “Okay, okay, I won’t torture you with any more innuendos.”

      “Thank you.”

      “But,” Casey said, holding up one hand. “Only if you’ll promise to take Aidan up on his offer.”

      Emma jerked her fingers through her hair in frustration. “Trust me, there’s a very insistent but annoying voice in my head telling me to march up to his office this very instant and tell him yes, like it was some weird, twisted stroke of fate that made him appear when he did last night.”

      “Sounds like the voice of reason talking to you, and I couldn’t agree with it more. He’s offering to give you the experience of a lifetime, in more ways than one. I mean, if I hadn’t been in love with Nate for five years, I would’ve considered letting Aidan make a play for me.”

      Emma crossed her arms over her chest. “Oh really?”

      “Yes,” Casey replied dreamily. “It’s like I told you before: he’s sex on a stick. Who wouldn’t want to experience that at least once in their life?”

      “So what you’re saying is Nate isn’t sex on a stick?”

      Casey chuckled. “Nate is barely sex on a low-fat Wheat Thin, but I sowed a few wild oats back in my day, so I’m totally satisfied with what I have.” She bent over to grab up her abandoned container and silverware. Waving her fork at Emma, she said, “You, on the other hand, have a bag of oats needing satisfying.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Let’s leave my oats out of this please.”

      “Come on, Em. Aren’t you the least bit curious what it might be like to have sex with him?”

      Heat rose in Emma’s cheeks as she thought of Aidan’s steamy kiss against the car. If he could get her that hot and bothered in a dingy parking lot, what could he do in a bedroom? “Of course I am. I’m about to hit my sexual prime, so I’m not totally dead in the desire area.”

      “Then what the hell is the problem?”

      Emma pursed her lips thoughtfully. “Okay, here’s a really bad analogy for you. Aidan is like the Indy 500 of sex, and I need someone who is more—”

      “Bumper cars?”

      “I was going to say the slow lane, smartass.”

      Casey laughed. “Sorry. I couldn’t help going there.” She straightened up in her chair. “Go on then.”

      Emma twirled her pencil absentmindedly. “What I meant is that Travis and I were the same speed. Sure, I’d messed around with a few guys, had some third base action, but nothing like with him. He had only been with one other girl. We dated forever, and he was patient and took his time.” She shook her head. “Aidan doesn’t strike me as the patient, understanding type. He’s more like the ‘wham, bam, thank you ma’am’ type.’”

      “You won’t ever know unless you try—and hell, Em, he’s not a Neanderthal who’s going to grab you up by the hair and drag you off to his cave.” Casey paused and licked her lips. “Although that scenario has some kinky potential.”

      “Case, please,” Emma moaned.

      “Fine. Here’s the bottom line: regardless of whether you’re in love with the person or not, sex is all about communicating, so just let him know what you want or don’t want. He obviously wants you pretty bad if he’s willing to offer up his DNA for a little roll in the hay, so I’m sure he’ll be more than willing to do it your way.”

      Images of Aidan’s fleeting kindness and concern flashed in her mind. He wasn’t the total asshole she had once thought he was. “I guess so…”

      Casey sighed. “Okay, Em, let’s forget all about the sex pressure and what kind of man Aidan is. Just for one moment think of nothing else but what it would feel like to hold your very own baby in your arms this time next year.”

      Tears stung Emma’s eyes at the thought, and it took her back to what Aidan had said to her last night. A baby—that was the bottom line. Sure, Aidan was practically a stranger to her, but it would be the same thing, if not worse, if she used a sperm donor. She had the opportunity to get to know her baby’s father live and in the flesh while she never would if she went to a clinic. She hadn’t been left with a whole lot of options, so if she was going to have a baby, this plan made the most sense.

      She drew in a ragged breath and then exhaled it noisily. Casey had managed to break down what little resolve she had left. “Once again you’ve proven you belong in advertising, because you’ve just sold me on saying yes to Aidan’s proposition.”

      Casey squealed as she came around the side of the desk. Throwing her arms around Emma’s neck, she grinned wickedly. “Oh Em, just think about the beautiful child you and Aidan are going to make together. He or she will be a hell of a heartbreaker one day.”

      Emma smiled. An image flickered in her mind of a baby with her piercing green eyes and Aidan’s sandy hair. She was about to make her dreams come true.
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      A few days later when Emma glanced up, Aidan stood framed in her doorway. Cupping her hand over the phone, she motioned him in. As he swept into her office, her attention was reluctantly drawn away from his handsome features and back to the voice on the line. “Yes, I’ll set that up. Thanks again.” She hung up and penciled in the appointment. Once she was finished, she smiled at him. “I’m glad you could see me today.”

      “I’m always happy to make time for you Emma.” It irked her when he smiled at the warmth tingeing her cheeks. “I’m assuming since you called me down here you’re ready to take me up on my offer.” He leaned in, resting his palms on her desk, his face mere inches from hers. “I’m sure you’ve thought about it long and hard, weighed your options.”

      “Yes,” she murmured as her body became all too aware of the closeness of his. She hated he had that much effect on her.

      “Was it the thought of seeing me naked that finally sealed the deal?”

      At his impish grin, Emma rolled her eyes. “Do you think you could muster just an ounce of maturity considering the seriousness of the situation?”

      Aidan chuckled and plopped down in the chair across from her. “Fine, I’ll try.”

      “It would be in both of our best interests to enter into this arrangement from a business standpoint. First, we need to submit to blood tests to ensure there are no chances of STDs or other health issues.”

      “I can assure you I’m clean, but I’ll be happy to submit.”

      “Thank you.” Emma passed a manila folder over to him. “I also had my lawyer draw this up.”

      He eyed it before bringing his gaze back to hers. “A contract, huh?” He leaned back in his chair and flipped the folder open. “Is this one of those contracts like in that kinky book where we outline what we’re willing to do or not do during sex? Like our hard limits and safe words?”

      Emma felt a wildfire of embarrassment spreading through her cheeks. “Absolutely not!”

      Aidan laughed. “Glad to hear it. Just so you know, I don’t go in for freaky shit like whips and chains.”

      “That’s so good to hear! Now can you please take this seriously?” Emma huffed. She rose out of her chair and came around the side of the desk. “This contract outlines what is expected—or I suppose I should say, what is not expected of you in regards to what happens after you father my child.” As Aidan skimmed over the first few paragraphs, she continued. “Honestly what it boils down to is protection for you. It ensures I can never try to hold you to any financial obligations, such as child support or paternity settlements.”

      “Section Five doesn’t seem to have anything to do with finances,” Aidan replied, holding out the contract.

      Emma didn’t have to look at the paperwork. She knew exactly what the paragraph entailed. “Section Five protects me in case you ever try to sue me for custody or try to take the child.”

      “You think I would do something like that?”

      “Well no. It’s just my attorney said—”

      Aidan’s eyes darkened. “This paragraph says I can never have verbal or physical contact with my child.”

      “I didn’t think you wanted to. You said before you never really wanted children or the responsibility,” she argued.

      “That’s true, but what if I change my mind? Say years from now, I want to see how he or she turned out? And what if the kid wanted to see me one day?”

      “I don’t know.” She hung her head and leaned back against the desk. “When it was Connor fathering the baby, I had all the answers. We’d known and loved each other since we were twelve. His parents wanted grandchildren, so I knew he would be involved in some way, regardless of what Jeff wanted.” She raised her head to meet Aidan’s expectant gaze. “With you, everything’s up in the air.”

      They stared at each other for a moment. Aidan reached into his suit pocket and took out a pen. “Fine. We’ll do it your way.” He started to scrawl his signature across the contract.

      “Wait!” she cried.

      He glanced up at her in surprise. “What is it?”

      She drew in a deep breath before exhaling loudly. “If you’re truly serious about seeing the baby, we can renegotiate.”

      “Okay, but just amend the part about being able to see the child. I don’t want any part of changing diapers or middle of the night feedings, got it?”

      She smiled. “I understand.”

      “So how do we proceed?”

      “Actually, I was hoping as soon as possible—well, as soon as our test results come back. I should be ovulating then.”

      “Huh?”

      She flushed. “It’s the time when it’s easiest for me to get pregnant.”

      “So we won’t be banging 24/7?” Aidan asked with a grin.

      “No. That’s not how conceiving works.”

      “What a pity,” he mused.

      Emma went back around her desk to glance at her calendar. “Would a week from Monday be okay?”

      “Sounds good to me.”

      Chewing on her lip, she hesitated before outlining the rest of her baby-making demands. She was embarrassed to talk about some of it in front of him.

      “Spit it out, Em,” Aidan ordered, his tone laced with amusement. She momentarily narrowed her eyes at him since he was all too good at reading her body language.

      “Okay, so here’s the deal. It’s best if we have sex every other day during my fertile period. Having sex every day can be counterproductive for conceiving, so would you be willing to meet me again on Wednesday and potentially Friday?”

      “A MWF sex schedule? How efficient,” he mused.

      “Please be serious.”

      A wicked grin flashed on his face. “Fine, pencil me in. I’ll be ready and erect whenever you need me.”

      “Thank you,” she replied with a tight smile. “Now that’s taken care of, where should we meet?”

      “I’m thinking you want to keep this as businesslike as possible, so it’s probably best we use some neutral ground like a hotel room rather than one of our homes.”

      She nodded. “That sounds good.”

      “Why don’t I make us a reservation at the Grand Hyatt?”

      Emma’s mouth dropped open. “The Grand Hyatt?” she repeated.

      Aidan chuckled. “I’m not a Best Western/Holiday Inn sort of guy, Em.”

      “Oh, no, that’s fine. It’s just I thought since you were helping me out and all, I would take care of the hotel fee, and several nights at the Hyatt is a little out of my budget.”

      Aidan shook his head. “No, I’ll take care of it.”

      “But—”

      “I think it’s safe to say I make a lot more money than you, so let me take care of this.” At her sharp intake of breath, he held up his hands. “Besides, you need to be saving your money to take care of the kid.”

      Even though she didn’t like his salary reference, she realized he had a point. “Fine then. You can pay.”

      “Thank you.”

      “So Monday night at seven?” she asked.

      “It’s a date.”
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      At the sound of the doorbell, Emma threw on her robe and hurried down the hallway to let Casey in. She had barely cracked the door open when Casey demanded, “How are you holding up?”

      Emma groaned. “I’m supposed to meet Aidan in an hour, and I feel like I’m going to puke at any moment. I may need a Xanax to make it through the night!”

      “I imagined as much,” Casey replied as she stepped into the foyer. “Never fear. I’m here now to talk you down from the ledge and to ensure you’re looking fabulous.”

      Emma gave Casey a quick hug. “You don’t know how much this means to me.”

      “Don’t mention it.” She patted Emma’s back. “Besides, you’ve put up with a lot of my relationship bullshit over the years. I figured I owed you.”

      They strode down the hallway and into Emma’s bedroom. “So what are you wearing?” Casey asked.

      Emma motioned to a rather demure black dress hanging on the closet door. Casey shook her head. “No, no, no. That one is way too understated for something like tonight.”

      “Honestly, Case, he knows I’m a sure thing. Why does it matter what I have on? It’s not like I’ll be wearing it long.”

      Casey rolled her eyes. “Don’t be silly, Em. Men are so visual. You’ve got to get him raring to rip your clothes off and ravish you the moment he sees you.”

      “But we’re having dinner first,” Emma protested as Casey barreled into the closet and flicked on the light.

      “Good, let him be at half-mast the entire time and wanting to eat you for dessert!”

      “I seriously cannot believe you thought that, let alone said it.”

      Casey gave a contemptuous snort. “Well, one of us has to think of these things.”

      Emma ignored her and went back to the bathroom to start on her makeup. She was sliding rose-colored blush across her ivory cheeks when Casey finally burst through the door. “Ooh, this one!” She thrust out a short, strapless emerald chiffon dress.

      The lilac-colored walls of the bathroom suddenly began to close in on Emma. She shook her head wildly at Casey. “No, I can’t wear that.”

      “Why not? It’s sexy, but not slutty, and it’s his favorite color on you. Plus, it’ll show off that fabulous rack of yours.”

      A slow, emotional burn radiated through her chest, and for a moment, she was so overcome she couldn’t speak. When she finally did, her voice was strained with emotion. “That’s the dress I wore to our engagement party.”

      Casey’s beaming expression momentarily faltered, but then she quickly plastered a smile back on. “You should totally wear it again. That was a happy night, and tonight is a happy one because it starts a new chapter of your life, the one where you become a mom.”

      Emma stared at the dress for a moment. A crystal clear image cut through her mind: her mother clutching her heart and smiling broadly. Her mother’s voice echoed through her mind the same as it had that day in the store. Oh Em, honey, that dress is to die for! You’ll take Travis’s breath away. She closed her eyes, trying both to savor the memory and keep her emotions in check. When she was sure she wouldn’t cry, she opened her eyes and smiled at Casey. “You’re right. It needs some more wear and some more memories with it.”

      “That’s the spirit.” Wrapping her arms around Emma, Casey squeezed her tight. “Damn I’m proud to call you my best friend. You’re so strong and resilient with all you’ve been through, and then deciding to have a baby on your own like this. You’re my own little Steel Magnolia.”

      Emma grinned. “Who knew it would take casual sex to get you so sentimental.”

      “I’m just so happy for you, and that I’ll get to be an auntie.”

      “Godmother, remember?”

      Casey wrinkled her nose. “I don’t know if I want all the moral and ethical responsibility that comes with being a godmother. I’m more the naughty aunt who sneaks them into R-rated movies and buys them booze when they’re underage.”

      Emma giggled. “We’re going to have to work on that mentality, especially before you become a mom.”

      “Bite your tongue on that one, missy. We’ve got to get Nate through his internship before we even think of kids.”

      Emma went back to working on her makeup while Casey started in on her hair.

      “What do you think? A lose knot?”

      “No, Aidan likes my hair down and wavy,” Emma replied as she applied some eye shadow.”

      “Ah, there’s my girl thinking of what Aidan wants. You’ll have him eating out of the palm of your hand in no time.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Why do I all of a sudden feel like Scarlett O’Hara in Gone with the Wind when she bemoans why women have to act so silly to catch a husband?”

      “Well, technically you’re not doing all this for a husband—you just want Aidan to spring an erection…or two.”

      Emma’s body shook with laughter, sending her eyeliner arching up her temple. “Case, dammit, look what you made me do!” she said when she finally caught her breath.

      “Me? I didn’t do anything but state facts.”

      After cleaning off her smudged eyeliner, Emma flicked her wrist over and glanced at her watch. “Shit. We have to get a move on or I’m going to be late.”
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      Emma stared down at her phone for the millionth time. “Shit, shit, shit!” She was now fifteen minutes late, and her original text to Aidan had gone unanswered. She feared he was going to get pissed off and just leave. After all, he didn’t have to wait for women—they were usually willing and ready at his slightest command. Her phone buzzed as her car eased up to the valet stand. Fumbling inside her purse, she dug it out.

      One glance down at the message and her heart stilled then restarted.

      You sure as hell better get here. Fast. Not settling for a cold shower tonight.

      “Ma’am?” the valet asked.

      With her thoughts consumed by Aidan, she hadn’t even realized her car door had opened and a young man was now staring expectantly at her.

      “Oh, I’m sorry.”

      Emma took the ticket from him and hurried into the hotel. Her gaze swept over the mass of strange faces in the lobby. When she didn’t see Aidan, she craned her neck, searching through the crowded room.

      Finally, her eyes met his, and she gave a tentative smile. He strode determinedly toward her. At his frustrated expression, she held up her hands. “Oh, Aidan, I’m so, so sorry I’m late. Traffic was a nightmare and—”

      He silenced her once again by crushing his lips to hers. He kept this kiss a lot more chaste than the night in the parking deck since they were in the middle of the teeming hotel lobby. When he pulled away, Emma smacked his arm.

      “You’ve really got to stop doing that,” she protested.

      “Kissing you?”

      “No, interrupting me.”

      “I’m sorry, but I couldn’t help myself. You’re like a fucking vision tonight.”

      She widened her eyes and then smiled. “Okay then, you’re forgiven.”

      Aidan grinned. “Glad to hear it. Are you hungry?”

      “A little,” she lied. The very thought of eating made her want to throw up. Her nerves were still too out of control.

      “Come on.” He rested his palm against the small of her back and guided her toward the hotel restaurant. A waiter outfitted in a tux sat them at a table with a gorgeous view of the sun setting over the city. He took their drink orders and then left.

      When she reached for the menu, her fingers grazed Aidan’s. He glanced up and gave her his signature drop-dead sexy smile. A mixture of burning longing coupled with crippling anxiety pulsed through her, and she shifted her gaze back to the menu. Breathe, Em. You can do this.

      “What sounds good?” he asked, breaking the silence.

      “Oh, I don’t know,” she murmured, keeping her eyes firmly on the menu. Food was the furthest thought from her mind. All she could think about was what was going to happen after dinner. What would it feel like to finally be intimate with someone else again? Most of all, she worried she could never live up to the expectations he had set for her.

      Emma had never been more grateful than when the waiter returned with her margarita. She tipped it up and took a long, fiery gulp, sucking half the glass down. She shuddered when the alcohol hit her stomach.

      By the time the waiter took their food order, she had guzzled the scorching tequila-heavy drink and ordered another one.

      “I guess they make a pretty mean margarita here, huh?” Aidan asked with a tight smile.

      She bobbed her head enthusiastically. “Totally.”

      While Aidan launched into a conversation detailing his promotion to Vice President of Marketing and how he was looking forward to all the traveling, Emma worked at draining her second margarita. She barely processed his ramblings about working overseas and within the country for business. Instead, she focused on slurping the liquid courage through the tiny straw. Without missing a beat, she waved the waiter over for another.

      Aidan cut himself off midsentence and quirked his blond eyebrows. “Are you trying to get drunk off your ass so you can endure having sex with me?”

      “No, no, that’s not it at all,” she cried.

      He leaned in across the table. “You barely drank half of your margarita last week. Now you’re downing them like a lush fresh out of rehab.”

      Emma drew in a deep breath, deciding it was best to be honest with him. “It’s just…I’m nervous, that’s all.”

      “About us sleeping together?”

      Emma nodded.

      Aidan’s brows creased. “Are you afraid I’m going to hurt you or make you do something you don’t want to?”

      “No, it’s nothing like that.”

      “Then what is it?” he demanded.

      “I’m afraid of being a disappointment.”

      His mouth fell open in disbelief. “How could you possibly think that?”

      She shrugged. “Because you’ve been with a lot of women and…I don’t have the experience. I’ve only been with one man, and outside of him, I don’t know what men want.”

      “First of all, despite what the rumor mill says, my number is relatively low, Emma. It’s not like I’ve fucked half the city, or I’m Gene Simmons from Kiss. Second, sex is basically the same premise no matter who you’re with. Different people just bring different likes and desires to the table.”

      She toyed with the straw in her drink. “I guess I’m afraid once you’ve been with me, you won’t want to follow through with our bargain.”

      “Like I’d be so turned off by the experience I’d never want to sleep with you again?”

      “Yes,” she murmured. When Aidan threw his head back and roared with laughter, her lip trembled slightly. “It’s not funny.”

      His amusement quickly faded. “Oh Em, I’m sorry if I hurt your feelings. It’s just I couldn’t imagine you would actually believe something like that.”

      “Well, I did.” She sighed. “I do.”

      He held up his index finger. “Let me make this abundantly clear: there is no way in hell you could ever disappoint me to where I wouldn’t want you.” He drew closer to her and his fiery breath singed the sensitive skin on her earlobe. “I get hard just looking at you.”

      Emma’s cheeks flushed at his words. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      Aidan grinned. “It’s the truth. The moment I saw you tonight I wanted to sweep you upstairs.” Taking her hand, he ducked it under the tablecloth and brought it to his lap. “See what you do to me?”

      Emma’s mouth ran dry at his words, and at the fact that he was already at half-mast just like Casey had wanted. She ran her tongue over her lips. The way he was staring at her made her body tingle from head to toe, especially between her legs. God, he was so sexy—a little too sexy for her liking. If he was able to get her so hot just sitting at the table, she couldn’t imagine what it would be like in bed with him. In that moment, her anticipation won out over her nerves. “I think I’m ready to go upstairs if you are.”

      Aidan’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Even without dinner?”

      She bobbed her head.

      “Let me guess, you’re afraid you’ll lose your nerve?” he asked.

      With the ridiculous amount of alcohol pumping through her system, she gave him a sultry smile. “No, I’m just ready for you to fuck me.” The moment the words escaped her lips, she gasped and ducked her head. “Oh my God, did I actually just say that?”

      “You keep talking dirty and I won’t be able to walk upstairs without giving away my condition to the whole room.” He quickly signaled the waiter for the check.

      Once he had paid, Emma shot out of her chair, sending the room spinning around her. “Oh shit, I’m dizzy.”

      Aidan grabbed her shoulders to steady her. “Are you going to be able to walk?”

      “I think so, but whether or not I ever drink again is debatable.”

      He chuckled as he wrapped his arm around her waist and led her out of the restaurant. Emma leaned her head against his chest, enjoying the woodsy smell of his cologne. When he started for the elevators, she glanced up and asked, “Don’t we need to check in?”

      He fished the room key out of his jacket pocket and waved it at her. “All taken care of.”

      “Aren’t you just the man with the plan,” she replied, and then giggled like it was the funniest thing she had ever said. When Aidan glanced down at her in amusement, she shook her head. “Seriously, never, ever drinking again.”

      “Nah, you’re pretty cute when you’re tipsy,” he said, punching the elevator button.

      The doors opened and they stepped inside. The car’s jolt upward made Emma’s legs feel rubbery, and she clung to Aidan tighter. The elevator dinged when they reached their floor. “After you,” Aidan insisted when the doors opened.

      “Thank you.” But when she stepped out, she turned right and then left, unsure of which way to go.

      “This way,” Aidan instructed, taking her by the arm.

      When they reached their room, Emma’s gaze caught the brass nameplate on the door and she grabbed Aidan’s suit sleeve. “What are we doing here? This is a honeymoon suite.”

      “Yes, I realized that when I booked it. I was told it happens to be one of the nicest ones they have.” He grinned. “Besides, I thought you might be more comfortable doing what we have to do if it looked like we were married.”

      She blinked in disbelief. “That’s so sweet. You thought of everything, didn’t you?”

      “Anything to make you more comfortable.”

      Her heart fluttered at his words. “Thank you.”

      Aidan unlocked the door. “After you.”
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      Emma walked into the suite and gasped. A trail of intertwining pink and red rose petals led the way from the living room into the bedroom. A bottle of champagne chilled in a silver bucket sat on the coffee table next to two champagne flutes. An overflowing bowl of strawberries dipped in chocolate caused her stomach to growl. She turned her gaze and then followed the rose petals into the bedroom where rows of candles waited to be lit and a pink wrapped package sat on the bed.

      She glanced back to Aidan who was shrugging out of his suit jacket. “You did all this for me?”

      “I’d like to take credit, but the staff did all the fruity candle stuff and flowers,” he replied, tossing the key card on the table. At her continued bewildered expression, he chuckled. “What did you expect? A single bed and a quickie? I know this is just about procreating, but give me a little credit.”

      “No…but I just didn’t imagine this.” She smiled shyly. “For what it’s worth, thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      “What’s in the box?” she asked, motioning to the bed.

      “Something for you.”

      “Me?”

      He nodded and handed her the package. “Before you open it, let me say this: you already know you don’t need to do anything but breathe to give me a raging hard-on—”

      “Aidan!” she protested.

      He laughed at her outrage. “Anyway, I’m kind of a lingerie man, so I thought you might humor me and wear it.”

      She opened the lid on the box. After whisking away the pink tissue paper, her eyes homed in on emerald green satin. Her fingers trembled as she reached inside to pull out the baby-doll nightie. The bodice had intricate green and gold beading and embroidered flowers with sheer material that would reach her thighs along with a matching thong.

      “Is it okay?”

      “It’s beautiful,” she murmured. The thought of him shopping just for her was overwhelming. Did he do that for all his conquests, or did they come with their own readymade lingerie? “Thank you.”

      Aidan’s face broke into a wide grin. “I don’t know about it being beautiful. It’s more about how you’re so fucking sexy when you’re in green, just like that green dress at the Christmas party and the one you’re wearing tonight.” He tenderly brushed a strand of her auburn hair out of her face. “That color makes everything about you stand out, from your hair to eyes.”

      “But how did you even know my size?”

      “Casey helped me out with that one.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Why am I not surprised? I’ll have to remember to thank her for that.”

      Aidan laughed. “Well, if it makes you feel any better, she swore she’d cut my balls off if I ruined this night for you.”

      “She didn’t,” Emma squeaked.

      “Oh yeah she did.”

      “Between Connor and Casey, I can’t believe you even want to go through with this!”

      “It’s okay. I work well under pressure,” Aidan joked. He motioned his head to the bathroom. “Now go get your game face on and change.”

      Emma giggled. “Okay, then.” She slipped into the bathroom and shut the door, locking it for good measure. She unzipped her dress and it pooled into a whisper of chiffon on the floor. After exchanging her panties for the thong, she whisked off her bra and put on the nightie. There were no buttons or zippers, just a satin bow to tie in the middle to keep it in place. When she finished, she stared at her reflection in the mirror. “Oh my,” she murmured. Somehow donning the nightie had morphed her into a full-on sex kitten. She could practically hear Casey’s voice ringing in her ear. Go get him, babe!

      As her hand hovered over the doorknob, she took a few calming breaths before opening it. Aidan had his back to her when she stepped out of the bathroom. The bedroom flickered in candlelight and soft music played from speaker in the corner. She couldn’t believe he was going to all this trouble. In her mind, she’d imagined him leading her upstairs like the Big Bad Wolf and devouring her before she could get the door closed.

      She stood awkwardly in the middle of the room, waiting for him to notice her. She shifted on her feet, rubbing her bare arms. Finally, she cleared her throat. When Aidan whirled around, his eyes widened. “Holy shit, Em.”

      She self-consciously tugged on the baby doll’s hem, trying to cover herself a little more. “How do I look?” she asked as she slowly turned around for his approval.

      He closed the space between them in two long strides. Wrapping his arms around her waist, he jerked her against him. His breath teased against her cheek as he whispered, “Sexy as hell.”

      “Thank you.” Bolstered by his compliment, she leaned in and brought her lips to his. This time she slid her tongue into his mouth, eagerly seeking his warmth. His hands slid down from her waist to cup her buttocks. He hitched one of her legs over his hip, grinding his need into her. Emma moaned at the exquisite feeling of him through her thin panties. As he moved against her, she wanted to feel more of him, his bare skin on hers.

      She tore her lips momentarily away from his. “Aren’t you taking anything else off?”

      “I was waiting for you to undress me.”

      “Oh,” she murmured. Thankfully, he had already taken off his tie, so she didn’t have to worry with that. Her trembling fingers reached for the buttons on his shirt. She fumbled with the first one before undoing the rest. She pulled his shirt apart and widened her eyes at his sculpted chest. Without questioning herself, she ran her hand down the center of his chest, over his washboard abs, and down to his belt buckle, causing Aidan to suck in a breath and his stomach muscles to clench. Enjoying the effect even her slightest touch had on him, she glanced up and smiled. “Nice chest. I bet you spend hours in the gym.” Before he could respond, she shook her head. “Could I sound more cliché?”

      He chuckled. “Nope, more like in the pool. I was a state champion in swimming back in the day.”

      Hmm, I bet you look good enough to eat in a Speedo, she thought.

      Aidan’s chest shook with laugher, and she realized with horror she had slipped up and said that thought out loud. “Play your cards right and I just might wear one for you.”

      Eager to see more of him, she hastily unhooked his buckle and jerked the belt out of the loops. After she tossed it to the ground, she glanced up at him. His heated gaze burned into her, and she felt a warmth flood her cheeks and go down her neck. She reached up to push his shirt off his arms and grinned as it slid to the floor.

      Now all that was left was Aidan’s pants, and for Emma that was the most intimidating—or at least what was inside. Once she unbuttoned his fly, her fingers fumbled on the zipper. When she pushed it down, her hand brushed against his erection. It bucked against his underwear, waiting to be freed to her touch. She leaned in against him, pressing her body flush to his as she reached into the back of his waistband to push his pants over his buttocks. Her hands momentarily stopped to cup both of his cheeks before grabbing the material. She slid down his body in the same motion as his pants.

      “No compliments for my ass?” Aidan questioned, his voice laced with amusement.

      When she reached the floor, she cocked her head up at him. “Very nice.”

      He laughed. “Thank you.”

      Cupping the backs of his legs, she pushed her way slowly back up. Her fingernails raked over his calves and thighs. Aidan never took his eyes off of hers. Once again, she found herself cupping his buttocks as she moved her fingers to the waistband of his underwear. Just as she started to free his erection, he jerked her hand away. When she glanced up at Aidan in surprise, he shook his head. “It’s going to be all about you this first time.” Then he brought his lips to hers, plunging his tongue into her mouth. She wrapped her arms around his neck as he massaged her tongue with his.

      Aidan kissed a warm trail from her mouth over to her ear as his hand came up to cup her bodice. “You have the most amazing pair of tits.”

      A nervous giggle escaped her lips.

      “What?” he asked.

      “You sound like a horny frat boy.”

      He grinned. “Do I now? And just what would you have me call them?”

      “Breasts maybe?”

      His fingers delved inside the bodice, cupping her warm flesh. When his thumb flicked back and forth across her nipple, she gasped. He smiled at her response. “Okay, you have the most beautiful breasts. Is that better?”

      Emma arched into his hand. “Mmm, much better,” she replied breathlessly.

      “I can’t wait to get my mouth on them.”

      She moaned as he brought his other hand to her neglected breast and started kneading them both. In a statement that surprised herself, she asked, “What’s stopping you?”

      “Hmm, this little bit of fabric. Do you mind if we get rid of it?”

      She shook her head.

      Aidan brought his fingers to the satin bow at her cleavage. Slowly, without taking his eyes away from hers, he slid the ribbon loose. He gave it a slight tug before the nightie gaped open. His gaze dropped to her chest and he licked his lips. Emma felt the heat rising between her legs and shifted on her feet, pressing her thighs together for relief.

      Her head lolled back when his mouth closed over her nipple. He suckled it deeply before flicking and swirling his tongue across it. His hand kept stroking her other breast as his tongue worked the nipple in his mouth into a hardened pebble. She couldn’t fight the cry of pleasure that escaped her lips. Her fingers automatically went to his hair, tugging and grasping at the strands as the pleasure washed over her.

      Aidan licked a wet trail over to the other breast before claiming the nipple. The ache between her thighs grew, and she knew if he touched her there, he would find she was drenched with need for him.

      As if he could read her mind, Aidan snaked a hand down her stomach. His fingers feathered across her belly teasingly, causing her hips to buck. He hesitated before finally dipping them between her legs. Emma panted against his lips when his fingers worked against her sensitive flesh over the fabric. Her hips arched involuntarily against his hand as she rubbed herself against his fingertips.

      “Think we should get rid of these, too?”

      “Uh-huh,” she muttered almost incoherently.

      He chuckled as his fingers tugged at the waistband, sliding the underwear down over her buttocks. Just like she had done to him, his body followed the panties to the floor, except he kissed and nibbled a trail down her thighs and legs. She felt her knees would buckle and give way at any minute. Thankfully, Aidan gripped the back of her thighs to keep her steady as she stepped out of her panties.

      Kneeling before her, Aidan’s fingers delved between her legs, seeking out her swollen clit. The moment he stroked it, she cried out and gripped his shoulders tight. His thumb continued rubbing as his fingers slid into her wet folds. They swirled against her tight walls, working her into a frenzy of desire. She bit down on her lip to keep the ecstatic cries buried in her throat from escaping, but it became useless as he continued his assault on her core and brought her closer and closer to coming. As the wave of her first orgasm crashed over her, she dug her nails into Aidan’s back and thrust her pelvis hard against his hand.

      Aidan rose off the floor. He kept his hands tight on her waist to steady her as she tried to get her bearings. “You’re so fucking hot when you come,” he murmured into her ear.

      She flushed at his words, her breath still coming in uneven pants. Gently, he nudged her toward the bed and then eased her down onto her back. Pushing up on her elbows, she scooted higher on the mattress. Aidan loomed over her, desire burning bright in his blue eyes. Emma shuddered under his gaze. As his body covered hers, he pushed her legs wide apart. He then kissed a path from her neck, down through the valley of her breasts, and over her belly.

      When his head dipped between her legs, Emma’s eyes pinched shut in ecstasy. As his fingers entered her again, his tongue swirled around her clit, sucking it into his mouth. Emma fisted the sheets in both hands. “Oh Aidan!” she screamed, and her hand immediately flew to cup her mouth. God, what’s happening to me? I’ve never screamed in bed before. His fingers kept a rapid pace while he kept licking and sucking at her center.

      “Oh yes! Yes, Aidan…please,” she murmured, twisting the sheets tighter in her hands. Her hips kept up a manic rhythm as he plunged his fingers and tongue in and out of her. Finally, it sent her over the edge and she climaxed violently. When she started coming back to herself, she realized one of her hands had abandoned the sheet and had twisted into Aidan’s hair.

      After she released him, he slid his briefs off, giving her an eyeful of his massive erection. He rose up on his knees between her legs and grinned down at her. “So what’s the best baby-making position?”

      What the…? Had he seriously just asked her about what position to use? “Um, well, supposedly missionary.”

      “Sounds good to me.” He bent over her, positioning himself between her thighs. When his cock nudged against her opening, she tensed and gripped his shoulders. Aidan kissed her tenderly on the forehead. “I’m going to take this nice and slow, okay?”

      She nodded and clamped her eyelids shut.

      “No, look at me, Emma.”

      Obeying his command, she peeked up at him. Gently, he started easing himself inside. Emma gasped in pleasure, rather than pain, as he filled her. “Hmm,” she murmured when he was finally buried deep inside.

      “God, you feel amazing,” he whispered into her ear.

      “I could say the same about you,” she replied.

      He chuckled as he stayed stock-still for a moment, allowing her to get accustomed to his size. “Yeah, but for me, it’s more about being able to feel so much. I’ve never been inside a woman without a condom before.”

      “Really?”

      He bobbed his head. “Guess you’re taking my no-condom virginity.”

      “Oh,” she murmured.

      Slowly, he pulled out to thrust back into her. “Oh fuck, yes, that’s hot,” he groaned into her ear.

      Once he found a rhythm, Emma raised her hips to meet him. They moved nearly in unison, their breaths coming in ragged pants.

      After several minutes, Aidan surprised her by keeping up his languorous pace. It was tender and sweet, almost like the lovemaking she used to have with Travis. An emotional ache burned through her chest and she shuddered. She didn’t like the shift of feelings she had. This was only supposed to be sex for procreation, not making love. When she gazed into Aidan’s eyes, she saw the restraint in them. Taking his face in her hands, she smiled. “You don’t have to hold back on me.”

      “It’s been a long time since you had sex, and I don’t want to hurt you,” he replied, practically gritting his teeth from the effort.

      “I’m not a virgin, so you won’t hurt me.” At his continued slow, almost methodical pace, Emma realized she was going to have to reach him on his terms to get him to stop. At the same time, she didn’t know if she had it in her to demand what she needed to. Drawing in a deep breath, she smacked his bare ass, hard. “Aidan Fitzgerald, you better fuck me like you mean it!”

      Aidan’s head jerked back like she’d slapped him in the face. “Christ, Em, I can’t believe you said that.”

      The usual blush tinged her cheeks, but she shook her head. “Don’t treat me like some fragile flower. I want you to enjoy this.”

      “Fine then,” he practically growled.

      She squealed when he rolled them over to where she was riding him. He lay still, buried deep inside her, waiting for her to take the reins. Tentatively, she rocked against him until she slowly started speeding up the pace. Leaning back, she rested her palms on his thighs. She rode him hard and fast, grinding against him until she found just the right spot to send her over the edge again. “Yes. Oh God!” she cried.

      Aidan rose up into a sitting position. He took one of her swaying breasts in his mouth and sucked deeply while gripping her hips tight. He changed the rhythm to work her against him, pulling her almost off his cock and then slamming her back down on him. She felt him go deeper and deeper each time, and as much as she was enjoying the feeling, Aidan was grunting in pleasure against her chest.

      Just when Emma thought she might come again, Aidan pushed her onto her back and brought her legs straight up against his chest so her feet rested at his shoulders. She whimpered when he rammed himself back inside her. He smirked down at her with satisfaction, and she knew she was in for it. She had told him she wanted to be fucked, so he was going to really give it to her.

      As he pounded into her, his balls smacked against her ass. He groaned as the position took him deeper again. Her cries of pleasure seemed to fuel Aidan on as he thrust again and again. She felt the tension in his body and realized he was getting close. Suddenly, he spread her legs and brought them back to their original position; they were face to face and wrapped in each other’s arms.

      When Emma’s last orgasm tightened her walls around Aidan’s cock, he thrust one last time and then let himself go inside her. “Oh, fuck, Emma!” he cried before collapsing on top of her.

      They lay entangled together, catching their breath. “Don’t ever doubt yourself again,” Aidan murmured into her ear.

      “Really?”

      He pulled back to smile at her. “Totally.”

      “Thanks. You were pretty amazing yourself.”

      “I think I already got that fact from how vocal you were.” He pushed the hair out of her face. “You’re certainly not shy in the bedroom, are you?”

      Mortified at what she might have said or done in the heat of passion, Emma buried her face in Aidan’s neck. “Oh my God,” she murmured.

      “Yeah, you like to say that one a lot, too. Of course, I’m a bigger fan of when you scream my name,” he mused. When she continued hiding her face from him, he nudged her playfully. “Come on, Em. Don’t be embarrassed. It was sexy as hell.”

      “Really?” she squeaked.

      “Yes.”

      After exhaling a satisfied little sigh, she pulled away to smile shyly at him. “I guess I got carried away because I didn’t know it could be like that.”

      “You didn’t have sex like that with your fiancé?”

      “Yes, but I loved him.” At Aidan’s furrowed brows, she blushed. “What I mean is I thought I’d never enjoy sex unless I was in love with the person.”

      “Well, I’m glad I could prove you wrong,” he mused.

      They lay quietly for a few minutes. Emma could tell Aidan wasn’t one for post-coital cuddling, which further cemented his image as a womanizer to her. She watched as he kept staring up at the ceiling and shifting under the covers. He probably didn’t sleep with most of the women he went to bed with. He cleared his throat. “Wanna join me in the shower?”

      “Not yet. I’m supposed to wait before doing that.”

      “Why?”

      She blushed. “Are you sure you really want to hear about all this?”

      “Of course.”

      Emma couldn’t believe that after just having sex with Aidan, she couldn’t bring herself to say certain words in front of him or explain to him some aspects of successful conceiving.

      He nudged her with his elbow. “Come on, Em. What is it?”

      “Fine. I read that you should wait twenty or thirty minutes before using the bathroom or showering. You know, to help the sperm along and everything.”

      “That’s it? I thought by the way you were acting it was something truly embarrassing.” Aidan grinned.

      “Trust me. Talking like this to you is mortifying.”

      “Okay, whatever. So the deal with the sperm is it’s kinda like a ‘you can’t go swimming for thirty minutes after you eat’ kinda thing?”

      “I guess,” she murmured.

      “What else are you supposed to do?”

      “Aidan,” she protested.

      “Come on. You can do it. You just said sperm in front of me, and I didn’t run for the hills. I think I can handle it.”

      A giggle escaped her lips. “Well, they did say you could put a pillow under your hips. It helps tilt the cervix and uterus.”

      Aidan shook his head. “Okay, you got me. You said the intolerable word—uterus. I’m outta here.”

      She swatted him playfully as he pretended to rise out of the bed. He kissed her forehead. “Damn, you’re sexy even when you’re embarrassed.”

      “Yeah right.”

      “Seriously, Emma, I grew up with four sisters in a small three-bedroom, two-bath house. I’ve seen and heard enough female stuff to scar any guy psychologically for years. I promise there’s nothing you can possibly say that will gross me out.”

      She laughed. “Yeah, well, I’m an only child who took about a year before I could talk about my period in front of my boyfriend.”

      Aidan then took one of the extra pillows he was leaning on and snaked it under the covers. He slid his hand under Emma’s bottom, hoisting her hips into the air. “All right, then, it’s time to help the boys out!”

      She laughed and squirmed against him. “I could have done that myself.”

      “I’m happy to help.” He wiggled the pillow underneath her but didn’t remove his hand. “And I’m never going to pass up the chance to grab your ass.”

      “Don’t you ever stop?” Emma huffed.

      “Give me another round and you’ll be begging me not to.”

      “We’ll have to see about that.”

      He gave her a wicked grin before flipping back the sheet. “Round two begins in the shower in exactly thirty minutes.”

      “Okay,” she replied.

      Emma watched his gloriously naked form stride into the bathroom and turn on the water. A shiver of anticipation washed over her at the thought of sex with him again. Warmth filled her cheeks and crept down her neck at what she had said and done, but he had liked it, so that was all that mattered.

      Time seemed to tick agonizingly slowly as she waited to get up. She wondered if there would be any hot water left for her. Finally, she threw back the covers and hurried into the bathroom. Steam enveloped her when she entered, and she heard Aidan humming.

      She opened the glass shower door and slipped inside. “Wow, this shower is huge,” she remarked.

      “Honeymoon suite, remember? They expect couples to be in here together for long periods of time.”

      “I suppose so,” she replied.

      He handed her some body wash. She squirted some onto her hand and started to lather it up when she felt Aidan’s hands on her waist. When he started to pull her against him, she backed away. At his puzzled expression, she smiled sweetly. “I believe you said it was about me the first time.” She reached down to grip his length. “This time it’s about you.”

      Aidan smirked. “If you say so, ma’am.”

      Her hand, slick with soap, slid up and down, working him into a rock hard state. He gave a grunt of pleasure when her other hand reached between them to cup his balls, massaging them gently. “Hmm, pretty good technique for a girl who claims she doesn’t have a lot of experience.”

      “Oh, but I’ve only gotten started, Mr. Fitzgerald.”

      “Christ,” Aidan murmured when she sank to her knees. She ran her hands up his thighs, washing away the soap. When he was fully rinsed, she pressed his legs farther apart. With her hand gripping him, she licked a trail from his navel down to his base. The water cascaded over her back as she licked his tip. She swirled her tongue around him teasingly, causing Aidan to groan. “You’re killing me.”

      His breath hitched when she took him inside her mouth. Drawing him in and out, she kept her hand working steadily as well. A faint sense of pride filled her when Aidan closed his eyes and banged his head back against the tile. His hands went to her hair and he twisted his fingers through the long strands as she bobbed up and down on him. When she started to feel like he was coming close, Aidan gently pushed her away. “Don’t want to waste it, babe,” he replied when she glanced up at him.

      Aidan gripped her shoulders and pulled her up off the floor. Spinning them around, he pushed her up against the tile. He grinned at her as he hitched one of her legs over his hip and pressed himself inside her. “You got me so worked up with that performance, round two may be a little shorter than planned.”

      “That’s okay,” she said between pants. She wrapped her arms tight around his neck, pressing her breasts flush against his chest. The water suctioned them together as he began to move. After several deep thrusts caused her to cry out, Aidan glanced into her eyes. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”

      “No, you’re good.”

      “Just good?” he teased.

      She grinned. “Great, wonderful, magnificent, oh, God, oh God!”

      He laughed. “You’re such a smartass.” He increased his pace, eliciting moans from both of them. Just when Emma was getting close, Aidan grabbed her ass and swept her other leg off the ground, impaling her on him. She gasped with pleasure as he banged her back against the shower wall. “Squeeze me tight,” he instructed. She wrapped her legs tight around him, taking him deeper when she did. “Oh God, yes,” he groaned against her collarbone.

      Aidan moved frantically against her. Her back burned from being smacked against the shower wall with his thrusts, but everything else felt too good to complain. Instead, she panted against his ear, crying out his name when the orgasm ripped through her. Just as she clenched around him, he came, pinning her hard against the wall.

      “Damn,” he murmured. He turned his head to grin at her. “Yep, pretty damn good, Ms. Harrison.”

      She laughed. “Thank you, Mr. Fitzgerald. Think you could let me down now? I’m going to have tile burn.”

      His eyes widened. “Shit, I’m sorry.”

      “It’s okay.”

      When she was back on her feet, her legs felt rubbery like they might not hold her. Their position wasn’t actually on the to-do list of conceiving, so she knew she needed to get back to bed. “I better go lie down.”

      “For the boys,” he mused with a grin.

      “Yes, for the boys.”

      After grabbing a towel, she stumbled out of the shower and wobbled into the bedroom. Drying off quickly, Emma grabbed the nightgown she had stowed in her purse and slid it over her head. A glance at the clock on the nightstand showed it was after midnight. She yawned and wondered how she was going to get up in the morning for work. Turning back the sheets, she slipped into the bed.

      Aidan stepped out of the bathroom, a towel wrapped around his waist. Self-consciously, she clutched the sheet around her. “Did I wear you out?” he asked with a grin.

      A shy smile curved on her lips. “A little,” she replied. She couldn’t bring herself to turn away when he dropped the towel and slid on his underwear, but then her heart sank as he started to reach for his pants. “Aren’t you staying?”

      He turned back to her. “I hadn’t planned on it really, but you can. The room’s covered for the night.”

      “Oh,” she murmured, unable to hide her disappointment.

      She felt the heat of Aidan’s stare before he drew in a ragged breath. The bed sagged under his weight when he sat down. “Em, you knew what kind of man I was before we got into this. I don’t usually—”

      “No, it’s fine.”

      “You sure as hell don’t sound or look fine.”

      “It’s just, you just threw me for a loop with the lingerie and champagne. It all became less business-like and more…” She shook her head. “But I get it now. It’s always going to be just sex with you.”

      Aidan groaned and ran a hand through his wet hair. “I should have realized this would happen,” he muttered.

      “I’m fine, okay?” At his skeptical look, she sighed. “This is all a wacked-out emotional roller coaster for me, and I’m sorry. I’m sure you hate women who get all demanding and emotional.”

      He grimaced. “Sometimes.”

      She gave him a sad smile. “I figured as much.”

      “Actually, it’s me I hate this time, for leading you on.” With a frustrated grunt, he dropped his pants and started back to the bed. When his hand gripped the sheet, she jerked her head up in surprise. “What are you doing?”

      “What the hell does it look like I’m doing? I’m coming to bed,” he grumbled.

      “But I thought—”

      “I guess since you’re going to be the mother of my child, I can make an exception in your case.”

      A strangled cry erupted from her lips. The last thing she wanted from him was pity. The moment Aidan got into bed, she edged as far away from him as possible. In a huff, she twisted around in the sheets, leaving him in the cold in more ways than one.

      “Em?” When she refused to answer him, he scooted across the mattress to her. “Why are you so pissed off? I’m staying, aren’t I?”

      Emma turned back to glare at him. “I don’t want you to stay out of obligation or pity, Aidan. I want you to stay because you want to.”

      “Fuck. I didn’t mean for it to come out like that. I just meant that I should stay since you were different than the others…someone special.”

      She momentarily softened her expression. “Really?”

      “Yeah, really.”

      “Okay then.”

      “Can I have some covers now? I’m freezing my ass off.”

      “Of course. I mean, we can’t have anything happening to that fabulous ass of yours now can we?”

      “That mouth of yours is trouble,” he mused as he slid under the covers. Surprise flooded her when he spooned up against her, and she couldn’t keep the satisfied sigh from escaping her lips.
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      Sunlight streamed in through the open curtains, warming Emma’s face. She rolled over, shielding her eyes with her arm. For a moment, she forgot she wasn’t in the comforts of her own bed, and then the revelation hit her. She was in a king-sized bed in the honeymoon suite at the Grand Hyatt.

      When she turned over, she found Aidan had already left…without a goodbye. A pang of sadness crisscrossed its way through her chest, but she tried reasoning with herself that it was already almost miraculous he had stayed the night. She couldn’t expect someone like him to wake her and give her a goodbye kiss; it was way out of his realm of understanding.

      She glanced over at the clock and saw it was after seven. If she wanted to make it to work on time, she needed to get going. Slipping on her dress from the night before, she lamented the fact that she hadn’t thought ahead and brought something else to wear. At almost thirty, she had never experienced a walk of shame before, and now she would have one. After all, who in the world wore chiffon at seven in the morning?

      Thankfully, the hallway was silent as she hurried down the floral carpeting to the elevators. When she got downstairs, only the hotel staff milled around in the lobby. She tried holding her head high as she passed them. She managed to keep her dignity until she gave the valet her ticket. He eyed her attire and rumpled hair and a knowing smile spread across his face. “One minute, ma’am.”

      Emma inwardly groaned and willed herself never to forget an overnight bag again.
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      She barely made it into her office before Casey stormed inside and slammed the door. “I can’t believe you haven’t called me.”

      Holding up her hand, Emma warned, “I haven’t even had coffee yet. I’d hold off on launching the inquisition for at least thirty minutes.”

      “Hmm, someone’s testy. Didn’t get enough sleep last night?” Casey asked, wagging her eyebrows.

      “No, as a matter of fact I didn’t.”

      Casey squealed and then flopped down in the chair. “Deets, Em! I desperately need deets.”

      “Then go be a good best friend and get me some coffee,” Emma moaned.

      With a huff, Casey rose out of her chair. “Fine, but you better give me every single erotic detail when I get back!”

      As Casey stalked out the door, Emma sat her things down and turned on her computer. In the middle of reading her appointments for the day, her phone buzzed in her purse. She grabbed it out and scrolled through her texts. Seeing one from Aidan caused her heart to leap into her throat.

      Sorry I didn’t say goodbye. You looked too peaceful to wake up. Looking forward to Wednesday. –A

      Emma couldn’t fight the goofy grin from filling her cheeks. He wasn’t such a huge asshole after all; he actually cared enough to send her a text to check on her.

      Quickly, her fingers flew over her keyboard. Thanks. I did sleep well last night…well, after everything. I’m looking forward to Wednesday, too.

      Casey came in the door with a steaming mug of coffee and passed it over to Emma.

      As Emma blew little waves over the dark liquid, Casey’s lips turned down into a pout. “Em, I really am hurt you didn’t call me on the way home this morning. I mean, I’ve been dying all night and morning to hear from you. I drove Nate practically crazy last night wondering about how you were doing.”

      Emma shot out of her chair, sloshing coffee onto the floor. “You seriously told Nate about my hookup with Aidan?”

      Casey rolled her yes. “Of course I did. Don’t you think he’d wonder what was up when you turned up pregnant out of the blue?”

      “I guess you have a point.”

      “I think by the end of the night, he was just as antsy to hear from you as well. I think his concern was more about making sure you were okay, that Aidan hadn’t tied you up to subject you to some kinky shit or something.”

      Sweeping her hand to her hip, Emma gave Casey an exasperated look. “And what did you expect? Me to text you a blow by blow account of what was happening?”

      “That would have been interesting. I’m not sure how moans and groans translate in text speak.”

      “You’re impossible,” Emma muttered, gulping down some coffee. The warm liquid burned a welcoming caffeine trail down her throat and to her stomach.

      “So how was it?”

      A flashback of the previous night’s events flickered through Emma’s mind like an X-rated movie, and she couldn’t help blushing. “Amazing.”

      “So it was everything you thought it would be with him?”

      Emma nodded. “And more.”

      Relishing every detail, Casey leaned forward in her chair so far she almost face-planted to the floor. “So how many times did you come?”

      “Casey!” Emma cried.

      “Oh come on, Em! With Nate’s crazy interning hours, I have to live vicariously through you,” Casey argued.

      Warmth flooded into Emma’s cheeks. “Okay, fine then. Four…no wait, five. There was the time in the shower, too.”

      Casey’s dark eyes widened, and she clapped her hands gleefully. “Em, that’s fanfuckingtastic!!”

      “Only you would clap for orgasms.”

      “I can’t help it! I’m just so happy for you.”

      A dreamy sigh escaped Emma’s lips and then she told Casey some of the details that weren’t so mortifying. When she got to the part about Aidan staying the night, Casey’s eyebrows furrowed. “What’s wrong? Don’t you think that was sweet?” Emma asked.

      “Yeah, it is, but…”

      Emma twisted her hands frantically. “Would you just spit it out?”

      “I just want you to be careful, Em. You’ve slept with him once, and you’re already starting to invest too much emotionally.”

      “I am not,” Emma protested.

      “Yes, you are. You wigged out when he tried to leave last night, and you’re already giddy about him texting you this morning. I just don’t want to see you get hurt, okay?”

      Emma let her head fall back against the chair’s headrest and sighed. “You’re right. I am feeling too much.” She blew a strand of hair out of her face and gazed over at Casey. “Why does everything have to be so damn hard on me? Women everywhere can drop their panties and have mindless sex, but no, not me. I have to get emotionally invested in a douchenozzle who is only willing to knock me up for his own pleasure.”

      Casey laughed. “Don’t be so hard on yourself. Even I have to admit that the douchenozzle, as you call him, does have some serious seduction game. Hell, I might’ve even been tempted to feel a little more if he took me to dinner, gave me lingerie, and stayed the night.”

      “I need a new strategy. I’m going to have to keep it purely physical from now on out. I’ll go in, do the deed, and get the hell out of there.”

      “That’s my girl.”
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      On Wednesday when Emma stepped into Aidan’s office, he glanced up from his paperwork and drank in every aspect of her appearance. She knew she appeared so different than how he had left her the other morning—practically naked under the sheets with her long auburn hair splayed across the pillow. Today she appeared every bit the seasoned professional woman in her thin gray pencil skirt, black frilly blouse, and serious heels. She’d also swept her hair into a loose knot, but even as finely dressed as she was, she might as well have been naked with the way he was staring at her.

      Get in and get out quickly, and you don’t get hurt, she tried reminding herself. She met Aidan’s hooded eyes and blushed. “Hi,” she said shyly.

      “Hello. To what do I owe the pleasure of seeing you?”

      Deep breath, Em. You can do this. All he can do is say no…and then potentially embarrass the hell out of you for suggesting such a thing in the middle of the day. Not to mention he could potentially file a sexual harassment charge… She glanced around. “Um, you aren’t busy right at the moment, are you?”

      “No, I’m in between meetings. Why?”

      She chewed her lip, once again unsure if she could actually approach him like this. From the moment she took her ovulation test in the bathroom, her mind screamed how crazy she was to even think of propositioning Aidan while they were at work. The entire elevator ride up, her conscience worked in overdrive, calling her a brazen slut for even considering a booty call in the middle of the day.

      She tuned the voices in her head out. “Well, you see, my temperature spiked a little while ago.”

      Aidan’s brows furrowed. “You came up here to tell me you’re sick?”

      With a nervous laugh, Emma replied, “No, no, it’s nothing like that. It’s just…” She drew in a breath, trying to still her nerves. It did little to help her shaking knees, especially since she was going to have to talk about more alleged unmentionables again. “You see, I’ve been taking these tests to tell when I’m ovulating and when I’m most fertile. And well…it’s now.”

      He stared at her, unblinking and barely breathing for a moment before a smirk curved on his lips. “Oh, so you came up here for a fuck?”

      Emma cringed. “Do you always have to be so crude?”

      He chuckled. “I’m sorry. Would you prefer I call it an afternoon delight?” he teased, seeming to enjoy the fact she was now squirming in her heels.

      “Please stop,” she murmured. Testing her courage, she stepped closer to his desk. Miraculously, the legs that felt rubbery actually supported her. With him acting like such a sex-crazed ass, she didn’t have to worry about not feeling anything for him. This was the despicable Aidan she remembered from the Christmas party, not the one who had spooned with her the other night. She realized she needed to file away this kind of behavior in her mind for whenever she started slipping into the emotional minefield of feeling more for him.

      Drawing on more willpower caused her to inch around the side of the desk. When she met Aidan’s leering gaze, she sighed. “Could you please act the way you did the other night?”

      “And how was that?”

      She ducked her head. “I don’t know…just not like this.”

      “I’m sorry, Em. It’s just I’m not used to being made to feel like a piece of meat in the middle of the day.”

      She met his amused gaze. “I’m sorry if I made you feel like that. I would much rather have waited for tonight. You can’t imagine how hard this is for me. To come up here and proposition you like this is absolutely terrifying, not to mention mortifying, but as much as I hate it, I need you to help me conceive—and I need you now.”

      Aidan shifted in his chair, and Emma could tell her plea was having an effect on him. “I have to admit that you needing me like this is one hell of a turn-on, Em,” he mused. Motioning to the door, he instructed, “Lock it.”

      Emma scurried to ensure nobody would interrupt them. When she returned to his side, Aidan pressed the button on his phone and his secretary’s voice came over the speaker. “Yes, Mr. Fitzgerald?”

      “Marilyn, please push back my 3:00 meeting. I’ve had something unexpectedly come up.” He winked at Emma.

      “Yes sir.”

      “And please make sure I’m not disturbed for the next thirty minutes.”

      “I certainly will.

      Once Emma was sure he had hung up, she shook her head. “Half an hour? Someone sure thinks highly of himself and his stamina.”

      Aidan laughed. “Never doubt my stamina.” Rolling his chair back, he swiveled around to where his knees knocked into hers. Desire burned in his eyes as he brought his hands up and laced his fingers around the back of his head. “Okay then. I’m all yours, babe. All you have to do is take me.”

      Emma’s eyes widened. “But aren’t you…” She trailed off, her gaze flickering over to the leather couch.

      He slowly shook his head back and forth. “You’re the one who needs me. The ball’s in your court.”

      Mortification and anger rocketed through her. He would make this harder on her than it had to be. “Fine,” she huffed. Without taking her eyes off of his, she jerked her straight skirt up to her hips.

      Aidan sucked in a breath when she flashed him a view of her lacy thigh-highs. “Damn, those are sexy,” he murmured.

      After she slipped off her panties, Emma eased her skirt back down a little and stepped over to him. She would have loved to smack the smirk right off his handsome face. The amused glint in his blue eyes told her he was enjoying her embarrassment way too much. With more force than she needed, she knocked his legs apart with one of her knees. She then bent over him, bringing her fingers to his belt, and saw that his erection already tented his pants. After quickly unzipping him, she started to ease down onto his lap.

      “What, no foreplay?” Aidan asked, his voice vibrating with humor.

      She scowled at him. “This isn’t about getting off. It’s about getting what I want,” she countered, her hand slipping into his underwear to grip around him with her fingers.

      “Sorry babe, but if I don’t get off, you don’t get what you want.”

      Rolling her eyes, she guided his erection between her thighs. As she slid slowly and deliciously down the length of him, Aidan groaned and brought his lips to her neck. Once he was all the way inside her, he licked a moist trail up to her ear, sucking on her earlobe. “Hmm, someone’s so wet and ready for me without even a touch. I must have some effect on you, babe.”

      Emma ran her fingers through his hair, jerking his head up to meet her gaze. With a smile, she said, “Don’t flatter yourself. It’s clearly biology. It’s the hormones and estrogen, not you, that’s got me this…”

      He gripped her hips tight, his fingers splaying into her flesh. “Say it.”

      She hesitated before whispering, “Wet.”

      Aidan growled and thrust his tongue into her mouth. Emma shifted her rhythm to ride him faster. His hands eased from her hips to the waistband of her skirt. After he untucked her shirt, his determined fingers worked their way down the row of tiny pearl buttons.

      Emma bit her lip when his hand slipped inside the lacy cup of her bra to caress one of her breasts. As his thumb pinched her nipple, she couldn’t help the moan that escaped her lips. She hated herself even more when Aidan smiled triumphantly up at her. He was determined she would want him for more than just procreating, and it pissed her off that she had given in to him.

      Anger pushed her to rock harder against him, hoping to finish him off quicker, but Aidan must have anticipated her. He gripped both sides of her buttocks firmly in his hands and then scooted to the chair edge. Emma squealed and gripped her legs around his waist to keep from falling. “Hold on,” Aidan said. In one sweeping movement, he was on his feet, sending Emma’s arms tight around his neck. His chuckle warmed her ear. “Ease up a bit, babe. I’d still like to breathe.”

      “Sorry,” she whimpered.

      He gently eased her down on the edge of his desk then brought his lips to hers. Kissing her hungrily, he pushed her onto her back. She shifted her hips and once again wrapped her legs around his waist, bringing him in even deeper. They both groaned against each other’s lips at the sensation. “Fuck, Emma,” he murmured as he thrust into her.

      Keeping a steady pace, he tore his lips from hers to start kissing down her neck. His mouth replaced where his hand had been earlier, tonguing and sucking on her nipple. Emma closed her eyes. Her resolve not to feel anything faded as she panted and pushed herself farther into his mouth. When he moved to the other breast, she knew she was close to the edge of coming. “Aidan,” she panted.

      He raised his head from her breast to watch her as she came. “Seeing you do that drives me crazy,” he said. He thrust a few more times and then he was done. “Christ!” he cried out.

      They lay motionless for a few seconds, both coming down off the shared high. Aidan raised his head and gave Emma a lazy grin. “As usual, that was pretty damn amazing.”

      “Yes, it was,” Emma replied, her breath still coming in heaving pants.

      “Any chance of your temperature spiking again today?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “Damn.”

      She giggled. “Sorry.”

      Aidan kissed her before prying himself away. As he pulled up his pants, Emma slid off the desk. She readjusted her bra and then shimmied her skirt back down. “Oh, my pantie,” she murmured, glancing around the floor.

      “I got them,” Aidan said, bending over beside the desk. He eyed the lacy black thong with the pink rosebuds before handing it over to Emma. “Too bad I didn’t get to see you in just that.”

      “There’s always next time,” she quipped with a smile.

      He laughed and started tucking his shirt into his pants. Emma slid up her panties and then smoothed down her hair. “Um, would you mind if I used your couch for a little while?”

      “For the boys?”

      She nodded.

      “Of course not. I need to head on down to my meeting anyway.”

      “So, see you Friday night?”

      Aidan winked and then smacked her ass. “See you then.”
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      Two Weeks Later

      Emma tried with every fiber of her being not to eye the date circled in red on her desk calendar for the hundredth time. Her period was late—two days, two sleepless nights, seventeen hours, and fifty-two minutes late, to be precise. Since she had always been like clockwork, her frayed nerves were working in overdrive. Sure, it was physically possible for the first time to have been a charm, but was it also possible her body was so ready to be a mother and Aidan was such a sex god they had experienced immediate success?

      If the glaring circled date wasn’t enough to send her over the edge, there was always that day’s heart-encircled one. She wondered why she felt the need to mark it when there was no possible way she could ever forget its importance. It had been seared and branded on her heart and soul.

      Today was the two-year anniversary of her mother’s death.

      Just as anguished tears pricked her eyes, Casey popped her head in the door. “Come on, chick. I’m taking you to lunch.”

      Emma smiled. She didn’t bother hiding the fact she had been crying. Casey knew the importance of the day as well. Last year, she had plied Emma with alcohol and chocolate and then spent the night, holding her in bed as she wept uncontrollably. “That’s sweet of you to offer, but really, I don’t mind just staying here.”

      “And what kind of best friend would I be if I left you here alone on today of all days?”

      “The kind who recognizes how I shut down emotionally during times of duress and withdraw from my family and friends?” Emma asked hopefully.

      Casey snorted. “Nope, it’s not happening. You need a bottomless margarita, some highly fattening food, and a dessert dripping in chocolate and calories, and I’m going to have the immense pleasure of supplying all of it.”

      Emma knew it was pointless to argue with Casey. Besides, she really did want to get out of the office and try to get her mind off things for a while. So, she rose out of her chair and smiled. “Fine then. If you’re paying, then I’m going to eat, drink, and be merry.”

      “That’s my girl.”

      As they started down on the elevator, Casey asked, “You don’t mind if Nate joins us, do you?”

      “Of course not. I haven’t gotten to see him in forever.”

      “You and me both. Ugh, I think I’m going to have to start running over to the hospital on my lunch break for a quickie.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “You’re terrible.”

      When they arrived at the restaurant, Nate already had a booth waiting for them. He rose out of his seat to hug Emma. “How are you holding up, Emmie Lou?” he asked. She fought the urge to smile at hearing her granddaddy’s childhood nickname on Nate’s lips. It was one Travis loved to tease her with, and when Nate had overhead him, he’d thought it was hysterical and automatically adopted it.

      Thankfully, Emma knew his question related to her mother’s anniversary, not her late period. “I’m hanging in there. Some days are better than others.”

      He nodded and patted her back. As he resumed his seat, Casey nudged Emma to sit beside him. She knew Casey didn’t want her having to sit alone. “No, no, you guys hardly get to see each other,” Emma protested.

      “It’s better this way. I can stare into Nate’s eyes sitting across from him.”

      “Most of all, it will keep her from molesting me under the table,” Nate replied with a wink.

      Emma snickered and slid in beside him. Casey eased down across from them. After the waitress left with their drink orders, a sharp pain seized Emma’s abdomen and she gripped her menu tighter.

      Casey immediately picked up on her distress. “What’s the matter?”

      She cut her eyes over at Nate and then back to Casey and shook her head. The last thing she wanted was to discuss womanly issues in front of him—medical intern or not. Even though he was more than just Casey’s fiancé—he was a good and trusted friend—it still bothered her. “Oh nothing.”

      “Shit, you aren’t cramping, are you?”

      Emma felt her cheeks warming as she tried to hide behind her menu. “I said it’s nothing.”

      Casey rolled her eyes. “Oh for fuck’s sake, Em. Nate knows all about vaginas and ovaries, so quit acting embarrassed in front of him.”

      “I’m not acting embarrassed…I am embarrassed,” Emma replied.

      Ignoring Emma, Casey looked pointedly at Nate. “You know how Em’s been hitting it with Aidan to get pregnant?” He nodded. “Well, she’s two days late for her period now.”

      Emma closed her eyes, wishing the floor would open up and swallow her whole. Nate cleared his throat, trying to ease the tension. “If you are cramping, it could be a good thing. Sometimes when the egg implants into the uterine wall, you’ll experience moderate to severe pain that is similar to menstrual cramps.”

      Casey gave Nate a beaming grin. “Baby, you’re so sexy when you spout that medical jargon.”

      Emma snorted as Nate leaned over the table to give Casey a lingering kiss. “You guys are seriously sickening.” Once they had stopped making out, she smiled at Nate. “But thanks for the information. I’m hoping that’s what it is.”

      “I’m hoping for you, too. You’ll make a wonderful mother, Emmie Lou. God knows you deserve some happiness,” Nate replied, squeezing her hand.

      “Thank you. I appreciate that.” She was interrupted by her phone buzzing in her purse. She glanced at the text and smiled.

      I don’t know if you’re still speaking to me or not, but I’m thinking of you today. No one besides my own mother meant as much to me as yours did. She always loved and accepted me for who I was, not to mention she made the best damn chocolate chip cookies I’ve ever had! I love and miss you, Emmie Lou.

      It was from Connor, and he had even used her nickname. When she started to text him back, Casey cleared her throat. Emma snapped her gaze up. “Sorry, I didn’t think—”

      Casey motioned over Emma’s shoulder. When she turned around, Connor stood with a bouquet of lilies—her mother’s favorite flower. Tears filled Emma’s eyes as she popped out of her seat and threw her arms around his neck. “Oh my God, I can’t believe you’re here!”

      “I’m just glad you’re hugging me rather than slugging me.”

      As she pulled away, Emma giggled. “I guess I left things pretty bad between us, huh?”

      “Dude, I thought I was a goner, between you and that guy—oh what was his name again? The one who thought I was your boyfriend and was going to kick my ass?”

      Casey snickered. “His name is Aidan, but I think we can refer to him as Em’s prospective baby daddy.”

      Connor’s eyes widened and he staggered back. “You got that guy to be your sperm donor?”

      Emma shot Casey a murderous look before jerking her out of the booth. “No, not exactly.” She motioned for Connor to have a seat. “I think I need to fill you in on some things.”

      Connor waved the waitress over before sitting down. “I’m going to need a beer…actually, go ahead and bring me a pitcher!”
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      Aidan hustled off the elevator from his last meeting of the afternoon. With his new promotion, his days were slammed from the moment he walked through the door until he clocked out. Thankfully, it was only half an hour until he could leave.

      He stopped at his secretary’s desk. “Any messages, Marilyn?”

      She shook her head. “No, but there’s a Ms. Harrison waiting for you in your office.”

      Aidan’s cock twitched at the mention of Emma. The last time she’d been in his office they’d had a mind-blowing quickie. He sure as hell hoped that was what she was back for. “Thank you.”

      He licked his lips in anticipation and pushed open his office door. Any hopes he had of getting laid were dashed the moment he saw Emma sprawled out on his couch, sobbing hysterically. His throat closed in horror and he struggled to breathe. He’d been accustomed to scenes like these when he was growing up.

      With four sisters, he’d seen and heard just about everything, but usually whenever an estrogen shit-storm rose on the horizon, he and his father got the hell out of dodge by escaping to the ballpark or a pizza place. No matter how successful in business he was, there was one thing he couldn’t handle: emotional females.

      Emma glanced up to see him standing in the doorway. Their eyes met and she broke down again. “Oh shit,” he muttered, running his fingers through his hair. He hesitated before slowly walking over to the couch. As he stared down at her, he rocked back and forth on the heels of his feet. Finally, he took out one of his monogrammed handkerchiefs from his suit pocket and handed it to her. “Emma, what’s wrong?”

      “I just got my period.”

      He grimaced. “Um, I’m sorry. I’ve got some Advil over in my desk if you’ve got the cramps or something.”

      She blew her nose and glared up at him. “Don’t you get it? I got my period, so I’m not pregnant.”

      “Oh,” he murmured, finally understanding her major freak-out.

      “And I know getting pregnant the first time was a long shot and all, but I can’t help thinking what if I can’t get pregnant? I mean, sure my gynecologist says I’m healthy and capable, but what if she’s wrong?”

      Aidan opened his mouth but Emma kept barreling on, her voice rising an octave. “Or what if I just have this huge mental block that becomes a physical one where I can’t conceive? What if I wasted all my fertile years and now I’m just going to be barren and alone for the rest of my life?”

      She broke down again, her chest heaving from the hard sobs that racked her. Aidan stood rooted to the floor, silently debating about turning on his heels and running out the door. What the hell was he supposed to do with her like this? Reluctantly, he sank down beside her on the couch. Without him even offering, Emma threw herself at him. Her tear-soaked cheeks pressed into his neck while her body trembled against him. He momentarily froze, and she might as well have been comforted by a marble statue.

      He cleared his throat and tried to get his bearings. “Shh, it’s okay. Don’t cry,” he said, patting her back. That seemed to be the encouragement Emma needed because she then tightened her arms around his neck. Since he didn’t know what in the hell else to do, he just let her cry.

      An eternity seemed to pass before she had worn herself out. Her breath came in frustrated pants and her body shuddered. “Are you okay now?” he asked hesitantly.

      Emma jerked away at the sound of his voice. Suddenly, a mortified expression flashed across her face. “Oh God, I’m so, so sorry. I can’t believe I came up here and freaked out on you.”

      “It’s okay.”

      “No, it’s not. Shit! When I saw… When I knew I wasn’t pregnant, all I could think of was getting to you. I even bypassed Casey’s office.” She shuddered. “God, I’m so embarrassed you had to see me acting like such a psycho!” she moaned, burying her head in her hands.

      Trying to lighten the mood, Aidan said, “You know, you’re kinda giving me a complex here.”

      Emma raised her head. “What?”

      “I think deep down you’re most upset about the prospect of having to have sex with me again.”

      She giggled. “No, that’s not it at all.” Nudging him playfully, she asked, “Don’t tell me you are actually underestimating yourself in the bedroom department?”

      He grinned. “Not exactly.”

      “I didn’t think so.” She leaned over and kissed his cheek. “No, Aidan, sex with you has been the biggest surprise of all in my crazy scheme.”

      “A surprise? You’re sure not one for stroking the male ego, are you?”

      “Stop fishing for compliments, Mr. Fitzgerald.” Emma cupped his face with her hands, trailing her thumb along the stubble on his cheek. “Besides, I thought I did a pretty good job of stroking you the last time we were together.” When his eyes widened, she laughed. “And in seven to ten days when I’m fertile again, I look forward to finding myself back in the bed of such a sex god as yourself—as long as you’re willing.”

      “Oh, I’ll be willing.” He took one of her hands and kissed her fingers. “I could be willing now.”

      She shook her head. “Seven to ten days.”

      He groaned. “You love to torture me, don’t you?”

      “I’m sorry. I promise I’ll make it up to you then.” Emma gave him a chaste kiss on the lips. “I really do want to thank you though. My freak-out today…it’s not just about not being pregnant.”

      “It isn’t?” he asked warily.

      Drawing in a ragged breath, she said, “Today is the two-year anniversary of my mom passing away. Days like these are always hard, but then realizing I wasn’t pregnant…it was kind of a double blow.”

      He squeezed her hand. “I’m sorry. I lost my mom five years ago. Her birthday, Mother’s Day, the day she died—they’re a bitch.”

      Emma stared in awe at him, and Aidan felt surprised at himself as well. He had never imagined sharing something so personal, but there was something about Emma that made him want to open up, to share things with her he usually wouldn’t dare. “Were you close to her?” she asked softly.

      Aidan shifted uncomfortably as a reel of loving memories played like a movie in his mind. “Yeah, I was. Well, I’m still close to my dad, but my mom….” A small smile curved on his lips. “She was thirty-eight when I was born. I was the long awaited son to carry on the family name, and the late-in-life baby.”

      “I bet she spoiled you rotten,” Emma mused.

      “She did, and my four sisters.” He shook his head. “Jesus, it’s a wonder I’m not gay growing up around all that estrogen.”

      Emma laughed. “No, instead you became a manwhore.”

      “Hey now,” he replied, nudging her knee with his.

      “How about a manwhore with a heart of gold?”

      “That’s a little better.”

      She smiled. “Thanks for giving me a shoulder to cry on.”

      “I’m glad I could help.”

      They sat motionless for a few seconds, staring into each other’s eyes. Finally, Emma cleared her throat and stood up. “I guess I better head on home now.”

      When she started past him, Aidan grabbed her arm. “Why don’t you come home with me tonight?” For a moment, he thought someone else was speaking. His voice sounded foreign to him, not to mention what it had suggested was a completely foreign notion to him. He rarely invited women to his home; it was always their place or a hotel room. Only longtime sexual partners crossed that barrier, but Emma was turning him into a total emotional pansy and making him break all his rules. First he’d stayed the night with her, and now he was asking her to his house.

      If he was surprised, Emma was floored. “W-what?”

      “You know, so you don’t have to be alone with everything that’s happened today.”

      “Are you sure?”

      He nodded. “I could throw some steaks on the grill, or I could make us some pasta or shrimp scampi.”

      “You cook?” she asked incredulously.

      “Yes, smartass, I cook.”

      “I’m impressed. I had no idea you were such a triple threat. I mean, culinary skills, being master of the universe at work, and of course we can’t forget your bedroom talents.”

      He laughed. “I’m full of surprises, babe.”

      She nibbled on her bottom lip, and Aidan was sure she was waging a battle with herself on whether she should take him up on his offer. “Are you sure you wouldn’t mind?”

      “I’m positive. We can just hang around and relax.”

      “That sounds heavenly.”

      “Meet you outside in ten?”

      Emma nodded. “Want to give me directions or should I just follow you?”

      “I can just take you and bring you back to your car.”

      “Oh no, that’s too much trouble.”

      “Em, it’s fine. I’ll meet you downstairs.”

      “Okay, that sounds good.”
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      Emma’s mind raged war on herself the entire elevator ride back down to her floor. You’re breaking all your rules going to his house! Remember your ‘get in, do the deed, get out’ mantra? Agreeing to let him cook for you and try to console you is sure as hell not a part of that. You’re going to regret this! She had become her own worst enemy.

      “Enough!” she shouted just as the elevator doors opened. The two women waiting to get on gave her a strange look. She ducked her head and then power walked to her office. Grabbing up her purse and bag, she slammed and then locked the door.

      Once she got downstairs, she paced around the lobby. Just when she’d nearly decided to bail on Aidan to preserve her own sanity, he appeared before her. “Sorry I kept you waiting.”

      “Um, no, it’s fine.”

      She followed him out the side door to the parking deck. When the keyless entry in his hands flashed the lights of a coal black Mercedes convertible, she gave a low whistle. “Nice car, Mr. Fitzgerald.”

      Aidan chuckled. “Thank you, Ms. Harrison.”

      “I’m impressed I get to be escorted in such style.”

      He shook his head. “There you go with that mouth again.”

      Emma tossed her bag on the floorboard and then slid across the leather seat. Besides the fact it cost twice as much as her Honda, it was impeccably clean on the inside. Not a crumb or spec of dust could be found, while in her car, a small village could have been fed by leftover food remaining from frequently grabbing breakfast or dinner on the run.

      “Mind if I put the top down?”

      “No, please do. It’s beautiful out today.”

      Aidan hit a button on the console and the roof started to retract. As they exited the parking deck, Emma dug in her purse for a clip. After sweeping her long hair back, she closed her eyes and let breeze wash over her.

      “Don’t tell me I’m so boring you’re going to sleep on me.”

      Emma giggled. “I’m sorry. I was just resting my eyes for a minute.”

      They weren’t on the interstate long before Aidan exited. When he pulled into an older, established neighborhood, Emma turned to him in surprise. “You live here?”

      He chuckled. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I saw you living in a sleek and trendy apartment building with a swinging bachelor pad.”

      “Well, if you want the truth, I used to live in, as you say, a sleek and trendy apartment building downtown, but then my real estate agent sister Angie convinced me I needed to stop throwing money away renting and make an investment in some property. Somehow she smooth-talked me into buying in our other sister’s neighborhood.” He glanced over at her and grinned. “I think it was more on the pretense of them being able to keep tabs on me, but it evens out because I get a lot of free meals.” He pointed to the left at an enormous two-story colonial with a wraparound front porch. “That’s Becky’s.”

      “It’s beautiful.”

      “Thanks,” Aidan replied, making another turn. “She needs a big house to keep the monsters in.”

      “Monsters?”

      “My three nephews.”

      Emma giggled. “I see.”

      Aidan eased into the driveway of a two-story brick house with white columns. Emma’s jaw dropped at how typically un-Aidan the house appeared. All that was lacking was a white picket fence with toys strewn about for him to look like a regular suburban husband and father.

      After Emma got out of the car, she walked out of the garage and widened her eyes at the emerald green grass and multicolored flowers. “Wow, did you do all this?” she asked, motioning to the immaculately kept lawn.

      Aidan snorted. “Oh God no. I can’t grow anything but a little mold in my refrigerator. My dad is the one with the green thumb. On top of that, he’s retired, so it’s his mission in life to do yard work for his kids.”

      “That’s really sweet of him.” She followed Aidan up the front porch steps and into the house then they paused for him to punch in the code for the alarm when it started beeping. She tried not to show her surprise as she took in the wide-open floor plan of the living room. Floor-to-ceiling windows bathed the room in light, and high wooden beams crisscrossed over the ceiling. Considering what she had first thought of him, she’d expected furniture that was functional, modern yet cold—nothing like the warm overstuffed chair and loveseat or the antique quilt swept over a couch. “Did you have a decorator?” she asked as she trailed behind him into the kitchen.

      “No, I did it all myself. Well, my sisters helped of course. They take it upon themselves to spoil me in all domestic areas.” He turned around and surveyed her expression. “So you like it?”

      “Like it? I love it. You’ve gone above and beyond just investing in some property. This is a home anyone would be proud of.”

      A slow smile spread across his face. “Thank you. Coming from someone like you, that means a lot.”

      “Someone like me?”

      He raked his fingers through his hair, stopping to tug at the strands at the nape of his neck. “Oh you know, someone who is real—someone who appreciates a home over a house.”

      Emma opened her mouth to respond, but a loud thump interrupted them.

      Aidan rolled his eyes. “I should probably warn you about Beau.”

      “You have a roommate?”

      He chuckled. “Not unless you consider an eighty-pound black Lab who eats me out of house and home and snores louder than a bear a roommate.”

      “Oh you have a dog!” Emma squealed.

      He gave her an odd look. “Damn, I didn’t think you’d be that excited about my old smelly Lab.”

      She grinned. “You don’t know how much I love dogs! I’ve wanted to get one for so long, but my schedule has been so crazy I was afraid it would be alone too much.”

      “I understand. I actually take Beau to doggy daycare a couple days a week.”

      “You do?” she asked, fighting to keep the corners of her lips from turning up in a smile.

      With a scowl, he replied, “Yeah, yeah, I’m a total pussy.”

      Emma stood up on her tiptoes to ruffle Aidan’s hair playfully. “Aw, actually I think it’s sweet you do that for Beau.” Then she moved her hand down to his chest. “And it just goes to show what I really believed all along—you actually have a heart in there.”

      “I’m glad to hear I’m coming up a little in your esteem. I would hate to have our future child scarred because his mother thought his dad was a heartless sex-fiend asshole.”

      Her face crumpled as she snatched her hand away from his chest. Aidan gave her a sheepish look. “I didn’t mean to upset you by mentioning the baby.”

      “It’s okay. I’m just way too emotional today.”

      He cupped her chin and gave her a reassuring smile. “It will happen, Emma. It may be next month or next year, but you’re going to get pregnant.”

      Tears pricked her eyes. “Thank you.”

      “Even if we die trying, we’ll make it happen.”

      She laughed. “Somehow I think you would enjoy the death by sex part.”

      His eyes closed in exaggerated bliss. “I can’t imagine a better way to go.”

      They were interrupted by a low, keening howl at the basement door. “Guess I better let Beau out before he has a nervous breakdown,” Aidan said. He turned the knob and Beau came lunging out. He immediately tackled Emma to her knees, but she just laughed good-naturedly. “Down Beau! No jumping!” Aidan bellowed.

      “It’s okay,” she said as Beau slurped his pink tongue over her cheek. “He’s just glad to see somebody.”

      “He’s an obedience school flunkie,” Aidan muttered.

      “Aw, I’m sure he’s really the bestest boy in the whole wide world. Aren’t you sweetheart?” Emma said, her voice raising an octave. Beau wiggled all over at her attention, his tail thwapping against Aidan’s leg. He went into doggie heaven when she started scratching behind his ears, making grunting noises and finally sitting stock-still.

      “Okay boy, time to go outside.”

      Beau refused to budge from Emma. Aidan rolled his eyes in exasperation. “Outside. Now.”

      Emma kissed the top of Beau’s head and then rose to her feet. “You better go on outside before you get us both in trouble,” she said, pointing to the backdoor.

      Beau reluctantly started across the kitchen, his claws tapping across the hardwood floors. Aidan opened the door and let him out into the backyard. He shook his head as Beau frolicked after a butterfly. “Great. He’s already totally whipped by you.”

      “I can’t help that everyone—even animals—loves me,” Emma joked.

      Aidan turned back to her and grinned. “Someone is cocky tonight.” His eyes widened at the sight of her legs. “Oh shit, I’m sorry.”

      Emma glanced down to see the ragged holes where Beau’s claws had snagged her stockings. “It’s no big deal.”

      “You want something to change into?”

      She bobbed her head. “That would be great, thanks.”

      “Follow me.”

      Emma fell in step behind Aidan as they started down the hallway. She wasn’t too thrilled at the prospect of following him into the master bedroom, so she stopped in front of a wall of pictures. “Are these all of your family?”

      Aidan turned back and then nodded. “Yeah, Angie did that for me. She got all the pictures together and then arranged them for me as a housewarming present.”

      “She did a great job.” As Aidan dipped back inside the bedroom, Emma continued gazing at the photographs. Aidan was the spitting image of his late mother. Several of the pictures were of his parents when they were younger and older. “I love this one of your parent’s on their 50th wedding anniversary. Your mother was so beautiful,” she called.

      “Thanks.”

      “And your dad is handsome, too.”

      “I told you I’d bring some attractive genes to the table.”

      She rolled her eyes at his cockiness. “Your dad looks like a really sweet and nice man.”

      Aidan poked his head out of the bedroom door. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      Emma shrugged. “I don’t know. I guess I had this impression of your dad being like Hugh Hefner and you following in his footsteps.”

      Aidan laughed as he handed her a pair of navy sweat pants and a white t-shirt. “Trust me, my dad is the furthest thing from Hef. My parents were high school sweethearts. I’m not sure if he ever slept with anyone but Mom. She’s been gone five years, and he’s barely dated at all.”

      “That’s so romantic,” Emma gushed.

      “Yeah, but he’s lonely. If he’s not hounding one of my sisters, he’s calling me, guilting me to come visit. I know he’d like someone to be there with him all the time, but he just can’t seem to let go of Mom. I keep telling him to move on, but he just refuses.”

      Emma grew exasperated at his tone. “Maybe he’s not ready yet. Maybe a love as strong as theirs isn’t as easy to get over as you think,” she countered.

      “I guess, but Jesus, he needs to lighten up on the expectations that I should always be at his beck and call.”

      Emma threw her hands up in exasperation, unable to hold her temper any longer. “Has he been a good father to you or not?”

      “Yeah, of course he has.”

      “Then he shouldn’t have to call you to beg you to come by. You should be the one calling him and checking to see how he’s doing, maybe paying him back for some of the sacrifices he made while you were growing up.”

      “I know, it’s just—”

      “Trust me when I say this Aidan, he won’t be here forever. I did everything I could for my mother while she was alive, and sometimes guilt still consumes me. I wouldn’t ever want you to be haunted by regrets.”

      “Damn, Em, you make me feel like a real asshole.”

      With her anger evaporating, she suddenly felt embarrassed for going off on him. She ducked her head. “I’m sorry. I just know you have a really good heart, that’s all.”

      “Then if you believe in me that much, I’ll do better, okay?”

      She peeked up at him through her lashes and smiled. “Okay.”

      He cleared his throat and motioned across the hall. “You can go change in the bathroom.”

      “Thanks. I probably need to wash my face too after my crying tirade. I’m sure I’m a mess.”

      “Would you like to take a shower while I fix dinner?”

      “Are you insinuating I stink?” she asked with a grin.

      Aidan chuckled. “No, I just thought it might make you feel better. If you want, you can soak in the Jacuzzi tub.”

      Emma closed her eyes and sighed. “That would be fabulous.”

      “Come on then.”

      She followed him into the bedroom. With its light blue walls and white trim, it had an airy, cozy feel. She fought the urge to giggle at what she had imagined of his bedroom: silk sheets, a mirror over the bed, black walls—or maybe red.

      It was quite the opposite. An enormous four-poster bed sat in the middle of the room. The only thing that stood out to her was how neat and organized everything was. “You must pay your cleaning lady a fortune,” she mused.

      “I don’t have one.”

      “You do all this yourself?”

      “Yeah, I like cleaning.”

      After peeking in the bathroom, Emma mused, “Looks like you’re kind of a neat freak, huh?”

      “I might be just a little anal retentive about everything being in order.”

      “Hmm.”

      “And what’s that supposed to mean?” he asked, sweeping his hands to his hips.

      “Nothing.”

      “Let me guess—you took a few psych courses in college, and the experts say that most often obsessively clean people are trying to put order into a life of emotional chaos?”

      “I didn’t say that.”

      He snorted. “You didn’t have to, Dr. Phil. Now if you’re through analyzing me, I’ll let you go take your bath.”

      “I appreciate it.”

      After she closed the door behind Aidan, she turned on the water. Slipping out of her clothes, she tried stripping herself of the day’s stress. Once the tub filled up, she turned on the jets. She eased down into the bubbling water and sighed with contentment. She had just laid her head back when the door burst open.

      With a shriek, she rushed to cover her breasts with her hands. Aidan chuckled. “Jesus, Em, there’s no need to panic. I’ve seen everything you’ve got, remember?”

      Warmth rushed to her cheeks. “I know. You surprised me, that’s all.”

      He held up her purse. “You left this in the kitchen, and I thought you might need it.”

      She nodded. “Thank you.”

      Aidan sat the purse on the vanity. “Okay, I’m really going this time, and I promise to leave you in peace.”

      Emma giggled and then eased back into the tub after he closed the door. She probably could have stayed in for hours, but when her fingers started pruning and wonderful aromas started wafting back to her, she figured it was time to get out.

      After drying off, she pulled on Aidan’s clothes and swept her hair back into a ponytail. When she grabbed her purse, her phone buzzed. She had missed a text from Casey. Haven’t seen you since lunch. Hope you’re okay.

      Emma fought the desperate sobs that threatened to overtake her. With trembling fingers, she texted Casey. Got my period. I’m at Aidan’s. Call u tomorrow.

      It only took a second for Casey to reply. So, so sorry, babe. I’m here for you. Love ya.

      Emma couldn’t help feeling surprised at Casey’s reaction. She had expected her to demand to know what the hell she was doing at Aidan’s instead of throwing back margaritas with her. At the very least, Emma thought she would have discouraged her for spending any time with Aidan that didn’t involve baby-making.

      With a sigh, she stuffed her phone back in her purse and then started out of the bedroom.
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      When she got to the living room, she could hear Aidan humming along with the kitchen radio. She peeked around the corner and watched in amazement as he cooked. How was it possible that this Aidan could be the same cocky, self-absorbed womanizer who sometimes drove her crazy? It was like he was two people inhabiting the same body.

      Aidan caught her staring, and she smiled shyly at him as she padded barefoot into the kitchen. She inhaled deeply. “Something smells wonderful.”

      A pleased expression grew on his face. “I decided on the scampi. I thought we could eat out on the patio if that’s okay?”

      She nodded. “Sounds great.”

      He opened the back door and as soon as she stepped outside, Beau came galloping up to her. “Down boy! Don’t even think about it!” Aidan shouted.

      Beau reluctantly nudged Emma’s legs. “Good boy,” she replied, rewarding him with a scratch behind the ears. As she gazed around the immaculately kept patio and backyard, her eyes widened at the sight of an in-ground pool. “This is all so beautiful.”

      “Thank you.”

      He held out a chair for her and she eased up to the table. He already had it set it for them, complete with linen napkins. A glance at her full plate of scampi sent her stomach growling. When Aidan sat down, she smiled at him. “I can’t thank you enough for the bath and the clothes. I feel like a new person.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      After taking a bite of pasta, she glanced up to find Aidan staring at her chest. Self-consciously, she crossed her arms over her breasts, trying to hide the fact that they kept straining against the material. She cleared her throat and he quickly looked away. “Aidan Fitzgerald, are you staring at my boobs like a horny teenage boy?”

      He gave her a sheepish grin. “It’s kinda hard not to when they’re about to bust out of the shirt.”

      She huffed exasperatedly. “Well, I hated to stretch it since it isn’t mine, and it fits everywhere but the chest.” She glanced down and shuddered. “Ugh, I so want to get a breast reduction.”

      “Jesus, why would you ever want to do that? Your breasts are amazing.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “That’s such a man thing to say. You have no idea what a real pain they are. My back kills me, not mention it’s hard finding shirts to fit. Then there’s the whole factor of them getting bigger when you’re pregnant.”

      Aidan licked his lips. “They do?”

      “Yes, pervert, they do.”

      He laughed. “Sorry, but I’m a total boob man, so that prospect really turns me on.”

      “A boob man as opposed to what? An ass or thigh man?”

      He nodded. “Of course, it goes without saying that both your ass and thighs are amazing, too.”

      She gave him a sarcastic smile. “Oh, thank you so much. Here I was worrying they were hideous and you’d been traumatized by having to see them. Glad I’ll rest easy tonight.”

      “I’ll overlook that sassiness considering the day you’ve had. Instead, I’ll offer you more wine,” he remarked.

      She held up her glass. “Thank you. It’s delicious.”

      As he poured, Emma glanced out over the fading sunlight shimmering across the water. “I’ve got to say, I’m more than a little jealous of your pool.”

      “It’s actually what sold me on this place. Like I told you before, swimming was my passion growing up, and after I left home, I always wanted another pool.” He took a sip of wine and then turned his intense gaze on her. “So what was your passion when you were younger?”

      “Hmm, it’s probably a total cliché, but singing.” She ran her fingers over the rim of her wine glass. “Well, I guess it still is my passion.”

      “Really?”

      Emma was shocked by the eager expression on Aidan’s face. “Yeah, my family is really big on bluegrass and country. I grew up singing with a band that’s made up of five of my male cousins. We would play at festivals and at the bar my Uncle Gary owns.” Emma laughed. “I guess you would call it a honky-tonk more than anything.”

      He shook his head. “Why is it almost impossible for me to picture you singing in a smoky, rough and tumble bar?”

      “Oh, I didn’t just sing there. I did at church, too.”

      Aidan grinned knowingly. “Ah, you’re a church girl. That explains a lot.”

      She stopped swirling the pasta around on her fork and shot him a look. “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “Now I know why you felt the way you did about sleeping with me—why you don’t have any sexual partners in your past besides your fiancé.”

      “Having morality and spirituality aren’t bad things,” she countered.

      “I didn’t say they were. In fact, it’s what I like most about you.”

      Emma snorted. “You can’t be serious.”

      “Well, I am.” He moved his hand across the table to graze his fingers against hers. “Until I met you, I never knew innocence could be so damn sexy.”

      Although her cheeks warmed at his compliments, she couldn’t help the smirk that curved on her lips. “You really are a smooth one, aren’t you?”

      Aidan jerked his hand away from hers and crossed his arms over his chest. “I didn’t realize I was being smooth at the moment. I was just trying to flatter you a little.”

      Emma chewed thoughtfully on a bite of shrimp. “I think it oozes so naturally you don’t even realize you’re doing it. I think you’d even manage to do it in a coma.”

      “Oh really?”

      “Yeah, all your nurses would be fawning over you—even the male ones. You would probably end up getting really shitty care, not to mention there would probably be a daily fist fight over who got to give your sponge bath.”

      Aidan threw his head back and roared with laughter. When he gazed at her, his blue eyes twinkled with amusement. “Jesus, Em, I don’t think I’ve ever laughed with a woman as much as I have with you.”

      “I assume that’s a compliment, right?”

      “Oh yes, a big one.”

      Emma nibbled on the edge of her fork, trying to decide whether she had the courage to ask the question that had been plaguing her for a while. “So have you really never been in love before?”

      Aidan choked on the bite of scampi he had taken. He succumbed to a coughing fit before taking a long gulp of wine. “That one came out of nowhere,” he replied with a strangled voice.

      “Not really. You just want to avoid the question.”

      He made a frustrated noise in the back of his throat. After staring out at the glimmering water, he finally said, “Yes, I have been in love before. Are you happy now?”

      “That’s all I get?”

      “Were you hoping for some salacious details?”

      Emma grinned. “Maybe.”

      “Well, I think that’s enough for tonight.” He picked up her empty plate and started to rise out of his chair when she reached over and lightly touched his arm. Emma could see the struggle in his eyes, and he kept clenching and unclenching his jaw. He appeared to be internally bashing himself about whether to be honest with her.

      Not wanting to cause him pain, she shook her head. “It’s okay. You don’t have to tell me. It was rude to ask.”

      “No, no, I’ll give you the gory details,” he replied, easing back down.

      Emma’s jaw dropped open. She couldn’t help leaning forward, expectantly waiting to hang on to every word. Between hearing about his parents and now his love life, so many pieces of Aidan’s puzzle were coming together.

      “Her name was Amy, and we were fifteen. We were both on our high school’s swim teams. She was my first relationship, my first sexual experience, and…” He fidgeted in his chair. “The first girl whose heart I broke.”

      Emma’s own heart suddenly ached for a girl she didn’t even know. “Why did you break up?”

      “We dated through high school and tried making it work the first semester of college, but my heart just wasn’t in it any more. More than anything, I didn’t want to be tied down…so I got the wandering eye.”

      “She caught you cheating?”

      Aidan rubbed his hands over his face. “Fuck, I can’t believe I’m telling you all this.”

      “Please finish.”

      “No, I broke it off before she found out. Then three years later, I ran into her at a friend’s wedding and we started seeing each other again. Neither one of us were swimming competitively any more; we had finished up college and were starting our careers. After another year together, the logical thing to do was…”

      “Get engaged.”

      He grimaced. “But as much as she wanted a proposal, I just couldn’t man up and do it. The thought of being tied to her the rest of my life made me physically feel choked.” His body gave a slight tremor. “And then I did something really, really shitty, so she broke up with me.”

      “What did you do?” Emma questioned softly.

      “She walked in on me having sex with another woman.”

      Emma’s hand flew to her mouth and she stared at Aidan in horror. “That’s…so cruel.”

      His expression darkened. “Yeah, in case you didn’t get the memo, I’m an asshole, remember?”

      “But you can be so kind and considerate. The very fact that I’m not at home alone, crying into a pint of Ben & Jerry’s proves that. Instead, I’m sitting here eating the dinner you cooked and wearing your clothes. That’s true compassion.” She shook her head sadly. “Those are the reasons it’s so hard imagining you could do something so callous to someone you loved.”

      Aidan shrugged. “The past is the past I guess. At least she found someone else and has been happily married for the last eight years.”

      “You’ve seen her?”

      “No. My mom used to see her at Mass with her husband and kids.” Aidan grinned sheepishly. “Mom seemed to love rubbing it in my face.”

      “She was probably still mad at you for ruining such a good thing.”

      “Probably.” Aidan emptied the rest of the wine bottle into his glass. “So now that you’ve heard my sad story, what about you?”

      “You already know mine.”

      Aidan shook his head. “I’m not talking about being in love. I’m talking about breaking someone’s heart.” He propped his elbows on the glass table. “With your face and body, it isn’t possible you haven’t broken at least one guy’s heart.”

      “I never said I didn’t,” Emma protested.

      “Aha. So spill,” Aidan said.

      “It’s certainly not as salacious as yours.”

      He smirked at her. “I would imagine not, Goody Two-Shoes. I’m sure the fact that you wouldn’t sleep around broke quite a few hearts.”

      Emma crossed her arms over her chest. “Last time I checked, your heart is above your waist, not below it.”

      Aidan laughed. “Okay, okay. I get it. So what’s the story?”

      “Fine. Here’s the SparkNotes version: his name was Steve, we were eighteen, and I was in love with his best friend.”

      “Ouch, that had to suck for ol’ Steve.”

      “I never meant to hurt him, but from the time I turned sixteen, there was never anyone in the world for me but Travis.”

      “Did you go out with him to make Travis jealous?”

      “No. At first I thought Steve would make me forget him. We were all in school and church together, but Travis acted like I was nothing more than a friend. Steve was the kind of guy who brought you flowers and called you in the morning to see how you were doing. He also respected my boundaries about sex.”

      “Poor Steve,” Aidan joked.

      Emma laughed. “Now I didn’t say he wasn’t getting any sexual satisfaction.”

      “Just not the full enchilada.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “If you have to put it that way, I guess so.”

      Aidan grinned. “So what happened?”

      “Even though he should have been everything I could ever want in a boyfriend, I felt nothing. It wasn’t fair to him, so I broke up with him. He was so devastated he got Travis to come talk to me.”

      Emma ducked her head, fighting the dreamy smile spreading across her cheeks. “Travis came stomping into my room, red faced and furious, demanding to know how the hell I could break his best friend’s heart. After listening to him rant and rave for about five minutes, I finally just screamed that I was in love with him.”

      Aidan’s eyes widened. “Holy shit. That took balls. What did he say?”

      Emma laughed. “That he was in love with me, too, but he didn’t want to hurt Steve. So we waited a few months to start dating, and then we were inseparable.”

      “And Steve was okay with it?”

      “He wasn’t thrilled, but he found someone else.”

      Aidan stared at her for a moment and then grinned. “After unloading that heavy shit, I think we need some more wine.”

      “Yes, I think we do.”
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      When Aidan didn’t return within a few minutes, Emma went in search of him. She found the kitchen empty but heard raised voices coming from the hallway. She craned her head around the corner to see who Aidan was talking to. Three sandy-haired boys stood in the foyer outfitted in swimming trunks and carrying pool gear, their faces downcast. The smallest one, who couldn’t have been more than five, stomped his foot and huffed, “But Uncle Aidan, you promised we could come swimming any time.”

      “I know, Georgie, but you see—”

      The tallest one shook his head. “Dude, this is so not cool.”

      “Look, I told you guys you can come back tomorrow. It’s just tonight isn’t a good time,” Aidan argued.

      Emma stepped out into the hall and cleared her throat. Four pairs of eyes focused on her. “What’s going on?”

      “So she’s why we can’t go swimming!” the middle boy exclaimed.

      “Ooh, Uncle Aidan’s got a girlfriend,” Georgie said before dissolving in giggles.

      Aidan groaned in frustration. “Emma, these are the monsters I mentioned earlier: John, Percy, and Georgie.”

      Stepping forward, Emma waved and gave them a bright smile. “Hi guys.”

      “Hi,” they murmured. They seemed almost mesmerized by her presence. It made Emma wonder if they’d ever seen a woman at Aidan’s house before.

      She cocked her head at them. “Any chance you guys were named after the Romanic poets?”

      The tallest one rolled his eyes. “Yeah, unfortunately our parents have a major thing for boring, stuffy British dudes.”

      Aidan gave an exasperated grunt. “What he means to say is my sister and brother-in-law are both English professors at Georgia State.” Pointing to the tallest one, he said, “The thirteen-year-old with the mouth is John Keats. My middle man, Percy Shelley, is eleven, and George Byron, or Georgie, is five.” He turned back to her. “And guys, this is my friend, Emma Harrison.”

      “It’s nice meeting you. Looks like you were all set to swim, huh?”

      “Yeah, until Loverboy over here decided to ruin it for us,” John replied, scowling at Aidan.

      Jabbing his finger in the air, Aidan practically growled, “Watch your mouth.”

      Emma hid her amusement behind her hand. Once she recovered, she said, “In his defense, your uncle didn’t know I was going to have such a bad day today and need some company, but I don’t mind one bit if you guys stay and swim.”

      Aidan’s eyebrows rose in surprise. “You don’t?” he asked at the same time Georgie squealed, “Really?”

      “Sure why not.”

      “All right!” Percy exclaimed before barreling past Emma. John and Georgie were close on his heels.

      Emma laughed at their excitement while Aidan shook his head. “I can’t believe you just agreed to have them stay.”

      “They’re here to swim, so I highly doubt they’ll even bother us.”

      “Famous last words,” Aidan muttered as he ushered Emma back outside.

      At the sight of Georgie about to jump in the shallow end, Aidan rushed forward and grabbed him up. “Whoa, whoa, little man. Don’t you dare get in without your floaties.”

      “But floaties are for babies!” he moaned, writhing against Aidan’s chest.

      “I don’t want to hear it.” He sat Georgie down and flipped open a brown storage bin. He pulled out two Power Ranger arm floaties and slid them up Georgie’s arms. “Your mom would kick my butt if she showed up and you weren’t wearing these.”

      Georgie glowered at Aidan before running off and jumping in the pool.

      “Uncle Aidan, will you help me with my backstroke again?” Percy asked.

      Aidan glanced over at Emma. “You mind?”

      “Of course not. In fact, I’d love to see you in action.”

      He smirked before leaning over to whisper in her ear. “I’d wear that speedo I promised you, but I think it would freak the boys out.”

      She giggled and shoved him away. “Go get your swim trunks, cocky.”

      When he disappeared into the house, John swam closer to where Emma was sitting and propped his elbows on the ledge. “So how long have you been Uncle Aidan’s girlfriend?”

      She fought the flush creeping across her cheeks at his directness. “He’s just my friend.”

      He gave her a look that said he clearly thought she was bullshitting him. “Wish I had friends as pretty as you,” he said with a grin.

      Emma couldn’t help giggling. “Why thank you, John. You’re quite a charmer, aren’t you?”

      He puffed out his chest, and Emma could have sworn she was seeing Aidan at thirteen. “The girls seem to think so.”

      “Hmm, I think besides your hair and eyes, you may have inherited your flirting ability from your Uncle Aidan.”

      Aidan chose that moment to come back outside. He glanced between her and John with a curious expression. “What are you two talking about?”

      “How much John looks like you.” She gave Aidan a mischievous grin and winked. “And acts like you.”

      Aidan crossed his arms over his bare chest. “John, are you making moves on my friend?”

      John paled a little. “No, I was just talking to her. I mean, you never, ever have girls over here or bring them to Papa’s.”

      Now it was Aidan’s turn to get flustered. “Whatever.” He dove into the pool and swam over to where Percy waited expectantly on him. Emma watched as Aidan gave Percy demonstrations and then feedback on his form. In between giving instructions, he would throw a gleeful Georgie in the air and let him splash down.

      Emma drew in a desperate breath and tried to still the fluttering of her heart at the sight of Aidan interacting so effortlessly with his nephews. When he pulled himself out of the pool and came striding over to her, she couldn’t help staring in wonder at him.

      His eyebrows shot up at her expression. “What?”

      “I just never imagined seeing you around kids.”

      “Oh yeah, I’m freakin’ Ward Cleaver, aren’t I?” he snorted in response.

      “You don’t give yourself enough credit. For some reason, you don’t like to admit how much you care about them.”

      “Is that right?”

      She nodded. “If you were so anti-children, you wouldn’t have offered to let them come swim, and you would have let Georgie in the water without his floaties. Plus, you just spent twenty minutes giving Percy swimming lessons.”

      Aidan furiously toweled his wet hair, a scowl forming on his face. “Em, I don’t know what you’re hinting around at right now, but I’m never going to be father material, okay?”

      “You shouldn’t feel so negative about yourself,” she protested.

      Before Aidan could say anything, a shriek came from the pool. Georgie was paddling over to the ladder, tears streaming down his face. Once he got out, he streaked over to Emma and Aidan.

      “He held me under!” Georgie cried, pointing at John.

      “It was barely a second. Stop being such a big baby,” John replied.

      “I-I couldn’t breathe,” Georgie sniffled, grinding the tears from his eyes with his fists.

      “Walk it off, little man. You’ll be all right,” Aidan said.

      His response made Georgie cry harder and earned him a glare from Emma. “What?” Aidan questioned.

      “Come here, sweetie,” Emma offered, opening her arms. Georgie quickly scrambled into her lap and then wrapped his arms around her neck. “Shh, you’re okay now.” She turned her wrath on John. “I think you owe your brother an apology.”

      John’s eyes widened as he glanced from Emma to his uncle, but Aidan only shrugged. “Um, I’m sorry Georgie.”

      “You promise not to do it again?” he asked, his voice muffled against Emma’s collarbone.

      “Yeah, I promise.”

      Emma rubbed Georgie’s back in wide circles. “See, everything’s fine. You want to go back in the pool?”

      “No,” he said quietly.

      Percy rolled his eyes at John who then snickered. “Yeah, if I was pressed up against that rack, I wouldn’t want to leave either,” John said while Percy nodded in agreement.

      Even though he said it in low voice, both Emma and Aidan heard him. While Emma fought to keep the flush from creeping across her cheeks and neck, Aidan stepped to the edge of the pool. “All right, get out this instant. If you’re going to be that disrespectful to my friend, you can march your horny little asses home,” he growled.

      John and Percy’s eyes widened, but they didn’t mouth off. Defeated, they started for the pool steps.

      “Wait, Aidan, don’t make them go home for that. They’re just being boys,” Emma argued.

      He whirled around. “Are you kidding me?”

      “I’m sure they feel very bad for being rude and would be willing to apologize.” She stared pointedly at the boys. “Wouldn’t you?”

      “Yes, ma’am,” Percy said.

      John nodded. “I’m very, very sorry for saying something like that about you Emma.”

      “Thank you.”

      For good measure, John glanced up at Aidan. “And I’m sorry for being disrespectful to your girl—” He paused at the death glare Aidan gave him. “To your friend,” he finished.

      “Me too,” Percy said.

      Emma gazed up at Aidan and smiled. “See, problem solved.”

      Georgie raised his head. “What does horny mean?”

      Emma couldn’t help giggling at the absurdity of the situation, especially when Aidan’s eyes widened and he stared helplessly at Emma to explain. “It’s not something you need to know about, and your uncle shouldn’t have said it,” she replied.

      “Ooh, Uncle Aidan, you’re in trouble,” Georgie said, wagging his finger at Aidan.

      Emma grinned. “Yes, Uncle Aidan is a very bad boy. We should wash his mouth out with soap, shouldn’t we?”

      Georgie giggled. “Yes, we should.”

      “Hello?” a woman’s voice called from inside the house.

      “Mommy!” Georgie cried, peeling himself off Emma and running to the doorway.

      Emma started to stand up, but Aidan blocked her, thrusting his towel at her. When she started to protest, he grimaced and motioned to her chest. She glanced down and flushed. Comforting Georgie had soaked her white shirt, and you could see straight through to her lacy white bra. “Oh shit,” she stared wildly around the patio for an escape.

      Aidan held out his hand. “Come meet Becky.”

      “Are you kidding? I’m not meeting your sister looking like a bimbo from a wet t-shirt contest,” she hissed.

      “You’re not going to have much of a choice. The minute Georgie tells her there’s a woman here with me, she’s going to be all over you.” He stepped forward and wrapped the towel around her. “Just pretend you’ve been swimming.”

      “Okay,” she murmured reluctantly.

      Just as Aidan had predicted, Becky appeared in the doorway, holding Georgie’s hand. At the sight of Emma, she power walked over to them. With her sandy hair and piercing blue eyes, Becky and Aidan could have passed for twins. She patted Aidan on the back. “Well, little brother, I wouldn’t have let the boys come over if I knew you had company.”

      “This is Emma Harrison—she’s a friend from work.”

      Emma extended her hand and gave Becky her best smile. “It’s nice to meet you.”

      “Likewise.”

      As Becky continued sizing her up, Emma cleared her throat. “Your boys are absolutely adorable. I’m so glad I got to meet them.”

      Becky grinned. “Thank you. I only hope they were on their best behavior.” She then gazed over at Aidan with a determined look on her face. “I didn’t know you had such pretty work friends.”

      Aidan snorted at his sister’s directness. “Yes, there’s a high standard of beauty at the company.”

      Becky nudged him playfully. “Well, we won’t impose on you two any longer.” She motioned John and Percy out of the pool. They reluctantly dragged themselves out and started toweling off, and Becky wrapped the towel tighter around Georgie. “Now what do we say to Uncle Aidan for letting us swim?”

      “Thank you,” they echoed in a singsong chorus that caused Aidan and Emma to grin.

      Then both John and Percy looked pointedly at Emma. “Thanks for talking Uncle

      Aidan into letting us stay…both times,” John said, a pink tinge on his cheeks.

      Emma smiled. “You’re welcome.”

      Becky stared from the boys to Emma, and then she gave Aidan a knowing look. “Well, you two have a lovely evening.”

      “Thank you.”

      They walked Becky and the boys to the door. Once they were gone, Aidan groaned and rubbed his eyes as he collapsed into the chair. “Jesus, I’m glad they’re gone.”

      “Aw, I hate to see them go. They’re really sweet boys.”

      He chuckled. “Oh yeah, I should have asked them to spend the night. I’m sure John would have loved to share a bed with you and your rack.” He shook his head with disgust. “The little pervert.”

      “He’s thirteen. What do you expect? I highly doubt you were an angel of virtue at that age,” Emma countered with a smile.

      “No, I was a pervert, too.”

      “I figured as much. I swear he looks and acts so much like you.” She giggled. “He’s another Fitzgerald player in the making.”

      Aidan’s cell phone started ringing and when he glanced down at it, he grimaced. “Damn, this is the India office. I have to take it. Make yourself at home, okay?”

      “No problem,” Emma replied, scratching Beau’s ears.

      As soon as Aidan left the room, Beau hopped up on the couch with her. “Wanna find a chick flick to watch with me?”

      He licked her hand. She grabbed the remote on the table and started flipping channels. “Ooh,” she murmured when she saw Nottinghill, one of her favorites, was on. She snuggled deeper into the couch, continuing to stroke Beau’s shiny black fur. After a while, her eyelids grew heavy, and before she could stop herself, she nodded off.
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      “Yes, I look forward to seeing you next month, Mr. Benwaldi,” Aidan said before hanging up. He rose out of his desk chair with a heavy sigh. In truth, he wasn’t too thrilled at the prospect of leaving the country for a month, but it had been a stipulation of his new promotion. Of course, he hadn’t thought to mention his imminent departure to Emma yet. He wasn’t sure how she was going to take him leaving in the middle of their baby-making quest. Maybe he could convince her to fly over for a few days if the next week’s try didn’t take.

      Wait, what the hell was he thinking? Emma wasn’t his girlfriend or his wife. Asking a woman to fly across the ocean was way past his level of commitment, even if it was more for her benefit than his.

      “Man, I’m the worst host ever. Sorry that took so long,” he said as he walked into the living room. He skidded to a stop at the sight of Emma asleep on the couch with Beau beside her. For a moment, he didn’t know what to do. Should he wake her up and take her to get her car, or should he offer her the guest bedroom? Or should he take her to his bed? It wasn’t like they hadn’t slept together before.

      He eyed Beau and gave a frustrated grunt. When Beau gazed drowsily up at him, Aidan wagged his finger. “You know damn well you’re not allowed on the furniture.”

      Beau responded by yawning and then burrowing deeper into Emma’s side.

      Aidan bent over the couch, his hand sweeping across Emma’s cheek. “Wake up, Em,” he said softly.

      “Hmm?” she questioned without stirring.

      “You need to go to bed.”

      “No. Too tired,” she murmured.

      He rubbed her arm. “You’ll sleep better in bed.”

      She gave a short snore in response. Aidan rolled his eyes. Of course she would make this harder on him. “Okay, fine. I’ll put you to bed.”

      He reached underneath her legs and then brought his arms around her back. With a grunt, he lifted her up off the couch.

      Emma gazed up at him with hooded eyes. “Are you my knight in shining armor now?”

      “Oh yeah, I’m a helluva knight,” he grumbled.

      “You’re making me break all my rules.”

      “Huh?”

      Her eyes closed and he thought she’d gone back to sleep. “You make me feel too much…I’m just supposed to use you for sex like you use me.”

      His chest tightened at her words. Is that really what she thought of him? Even though it was usually the truth, he didn’t like hearing it from her…at least not now. “Em, open your eyes and look at me.”

      At his command, her drowsy green eyes focused on his. “Don’t you ever think I’m using you, all right? I may have always wanted to have sex with you, but I would never, ever use you.”

      She wrapped her arms tighter around his neck, her lips grazing his cheek. “You’re a good man, Aidan Fitzgerald, even if you don’t want to admit it.”

      “You think so?”

      Her head bobbed lazily. “I never would have imagined you would take care of me like you did tonight, especially when there was no promise of sex, but you did.”

      Aidan rolled his eyes as he eased Emma down on his bed. “That makes me a real gentleman, huh?”

      “Mmhmm,” she murmured, snuggling under the covers.

      “I’m glad you think so highly of me, Em.”

      “Just don’t break my heart,” she said softly.

      She was already breathing heavily when he replied, “I’ll my best not to.”
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      Ten days after her dinner and sleepover at Aidan’s, Emma forced herself to throw her rulebook out the window. Daily texts, emails, and phone calls from Aidan even made Casey a believer in resurrecting his potential as boyfriend material.

      The red-circled date on her calendar told her it was time to start round two of baby-making. This time Aidan insisted she come to his house. The “all business” parameters of their arrangement had already been broken, so there was no point in meeting at a hotel. After running home to freshen up, she headed over to his house.

      He answered the door in boxers and a t-shirt. “Sorry, I just got out of the shower.”

      “Yeah, I just did the same,” she replied as she followed him into the house.

      He grinned at her over his shoulder. “You should’ve showered here and we could have killed two birds with one stone.”

      Emma laughed. “I guess you’re right.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “A little.”

      “I can order in some Chinese.”

      Emma pretended to be horrified. “You mean you didn’t cook for me tonight?”

      Aidan chuckled. “Sorry babe, not tonight. Work’s been kicking my ass.”

      “The new promotion?”

      He nodded. “Even though the money is fabulous, I’m starting to wish I’d said no.”

      After digging in one of his drawers, he pulled out a menu and handed it to Emma. “Let me know what you want to eat.”

      Instead of looking at the food options, Emma was puzzled about what was different about Aidan. Then she realized what it was. “Boxers? When did you start wearing those?”

      He leaned back against the kitchen counter. “Well, I did a little research, and I found out boxers are better for the balls and sperm count.”

      “I see,” she replied, fighting the flush creeping across her cheeks.

      “Yeah, the article says it seems to help the swimmers with their mobility, and we want Olympic gold this time around.”

      Emma’s heartbeat accelerated and she sucked in a breath. “So you started wearing boxers to help me conceive?”

      “Yep, and I also read that it’s better to store up sperm to make them more potent.” He pushed himself off the counter and came to stand in front of her. “So I’ve held off on any sexual activity that might result in me wasting swimmers.”

      “Oh,” she murmured.

      “Does that surprise you?”

      She nodded. “I just assumed you were seeing someone or…”

      “Screwing someone?” When Emma didn’t respond, Aidan swept the hair away from her face and stroked her cheek. “There’s been no one but you—not even my hand—since I saw you last.”

      Her eyes widened when she got his meaning. “I guess it’s been a really long ten days, huh?”

      His expression became pained. “Frankly, I’m about to explode.”

      Emma laughed. “I’m really impressed by how serious you’re taking this.”

      “Whenever I attempt to do something, I intend to do it well and give it all I have, and that includes knocking you up.”

      She smacked his arm playfully. “You’re such a charmer.”

      Aidan laughed. “Let’s see if I can’t charm the panties off of you right now.”

      “What about the food?” she questioned.

      “We’ll work up an appetite,” he replied.

      The menu fluttered from her hands and fell to the floor. “Sounds good to me.”

      Staring into each other’s eyes, the electricity in the room shifted. Suddenly, it seemed Aidan couldn’t get her naked soon enough. He gripped the hem of her dress and then pulled it up, jerking it over her head. She was glad she had chosen to change her underwear when his eyes roamed appreciatively over the green and gold bra and panties she was wearing, but he didn’t stare for long. Instead, he gripped her waist and hoisted her up to sit on the marble countertop. His fingers unhooked her bra and whisked it away as Emma wrapped her legs around his waist.

      Aidan’s lips hungrily met hers as his tongue darted in and out of her mouth. His hands cupped her bare breasts, kneading them like he knew she liked. She rewarded his efforts with a moan against his lips. Aidan’s hands left her breasts to grip the waistband of her thong. He stripped it off and down over her thighs.

      He then spread her legs, hooking her knees over his shoulders. When his tongue darted inside her heat, Emma threw her head back. “Mmm, oh God, yes.”

      “Say my name, babe,” Aidan murmured against her sex.

      With his continued teasing assault on her clit, she very quickly rewarded him with, “Yes, Aidan! Oh, yes, oh yes, Aidan!” Her shaky legs spread wider to allow him more access. Aidan slid his fingers in and out of her while his tongue lapped and teased at her folds. Her fingers gripped the edge of the countertop as she came hard and strong.

      When Aidan’s erection nudged at her opening, her eyes flew open and she jerked back. “No, not like this. Not here.”

      Aidan’s eyebrows shot up into his forehead. “Don’t tell me you have an aversion to sex on kitchen countertops? I promise they’re clean.”

      Emma felt her face warming. “That’s not it.”

      He ran his fingers through his already sweat-slicked hair. “Em, you think you could cut to the chase? I mean, I’m standing here with a raging hard-on right now, and all I want is to be buried deep inside you.”

      “I just don’t want to look back and realize my baby was conceived on a kitchen counter, okay?”

      Aidan stared at her for a moment before howling with laughter. “If my memory serves me correctly, I banged you on my desk at work after you worked me over in the desk chair.”

      “You wouldn’t go to the couch,” she argued.

      “But don’t you think babies have been conceived in worse places?”

      Emma crossed her arms over her bare breasts in a huff. “We’re not talking about other people’s babies. We’re talking about mine.”

      He rolled his eyes then grinned. “Emma Harrison, you are going to be the death of me in more ways than one.” When he pulled her closer to him, she started to protest, but he shook his head. “Just hold your horses, princess. I’ll get you back to the bedroom, okay?”

      She grinned. “I’ll make it worth your while, I promise.”

      As he lifted her off the counter, she gripped her legs tight around his waist while he held her steady. “Hmm, just what are you suggesting?”

      She titled her head to the right, appearing to be lost in thought. “How does this sound: after we go a round, I give a lot of oral attention to your most prized possession?”

      Aidan groaned. “Worth every fucking step of hauling your sexy ass to my bed.”

      Emma giggled. “I figured as much.”

      “You’re so bossy and demanding, Em. I can’t believe I give in to you.”

      “That’s because you want to give in to me. Admit it. I’ve softened you toward sex.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Are you trying to say I’m a pussy in the bedroom now?”

      “Of course not, silly. I just meant I’ve had an effect on the way you think and act about sex, just like you’ve changed me. You’re tender, sweet, and thoughtful instead of just being about your own pleasure. Future women will thank me.”

      Aidan didn’t reply. Instead, he tossed her unceremoniously onto her back on the bed. She gasped in shock at his roughness. “Why Mr. Fitzgerald, how ungentlemanly of you,” she teased.

      He gave a sharp shake of his head. “Your little episode in the kitchen has made me wait long enough to fuck, Ms. Harrison. You can consider yourself forewarned that there will be no more Mr. Nice Guy!”

      She would have been lying if his words coupled with the gleam of desire burning in his eyes didn’t turn her on. He shoved her knees apart with his hands, widening her legs. His expression turned predatorily dark as he positioned himself over her and with one harsh thrust, he drove himself inside her. Impaled by him, she shuddered at his forcefulness. He smirked down at her. “Looks like your body is betraying that prim attitude of yours. Guess I’ve had an effect on you as well.”

      “I’m not the one denying it, you are,” she said breathily.

      He continued pounding into her, the smacking of their skin echoing through the room along with Aidan’s almost animalistic grunts. She knew he was screwing her like this to prove a point to himself, and she wanted nothing more than to prove to him he had changed.

      She brought her hands to his face, drawing his lips to hers. He momentarily stilled his thrusting when she darted her tongue into his mouth, sweetly stroking his tongue with hers. She swept her hands through his hair, tugging at the strands at the base of his neck. He groaned low in his throat.

      Emma’s hands feathered down Aidan’s back. Instead of raking her fingernails into his flesh, she swept deliciously slow circles over his ass. Now it was his turn to shudder. She cupped his buttocks, pressing him farther inside her while raising her hips. “Slow and sweet now, please?” she asked.

      His eyes flew open and a smile curved on his lips. “When you ask that way, how can I say no?”
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      After completing round one and keeping her promise of oral attention, Emma woke up snuggled into the crook of Aidan’s arm. Pressing her ear against his chest, she listened to the gentle hum of his heartbeat. She had almost gone back to sleep when Aidan’s voice roused her.

      “Are you awake?”

      “Mmmhmm,” she murmured.

      “There’s something I need to tell you, and I really need you to be fully awake for this one, Em.”

      His words doused her with the same effect as a cup of coffee. She rose up to peer at his troubled expression. “Why do I have the feeling you’re about to drop a major bomb on me?”

      Aidan exhaled a ragged breath. “Because of my new promotion, I have to go to India to help open the new branch over there.”

      Inwardly, relief washed over Emma. A million devastating scenarios had raced through her mind, most of them involving him no longer wanting to see her or be part of the baby-making. “How long will you be gone?”

      “This is the part you’re not going to like…two weeks to a month.”

      Emma gasped. “But that means you might not be here next time to…” She ducked her head. “Well, you know.”

      Aidan rubbed his thumb across her cheek. “But I might be. I just don’t know how long it’ll take.”

      She nodded. “It’s okay. I understand.”

      “You do?”

      “It’s not like you’re just choosing to go on vacation or something. It’s work—you have to do it. I do realize you have a life besides me and my baby-making scheme.” She smiled. “Besides, it’s not like I can keep you chained to the bed for my own needs.”

      His chest vibrated with laughter beneath her. “Oh, Em, I didn’t know you could be so kinky.” Propping himself up on his elbows, he grinned down at her. “Any time you want to handcuff me to the bed, you just let me know. I’ll happily oblige you.”

      Emma pulled herself up to straddle him. “I think we’re doing just fine as we are.”

      His fingertips feathered over her thighs. “Now why doesn’t your reply surprise me? If you find kitchen counters offensive for conceiving, I’m sure any notion of bondage is out.”

      “You told me before you didn’t go in for all that.”

      “That’s true, but for you, I’d make an exception.”

      Rolling her eyes, Emma leaned over, licking her tongue up his neck and along his jaw. When she was almost to his mouth, she pulled back. “Do you think you could oblige me in another round?”

      Aidan grinned. “Why of course.”

      At that moment, Beau leapt onto the bed with Emma’s underwear between his teeth. “Beau! No, give me those!” she shrieked, grabbing for his mouth. Once she swiped the panties from him, his wet nose nudged against Emma’s thigh, trying to push her off Aidan’s lap.

      “Beau, you old cockblocker! Get down.” Aidan cried.

      Emma fell over on the bed giggling. Between Aidan’s comment and Beau’s antics, she could barely catch her breath. Beau began licking her face and she had to push him away. “No, boy, stop,” she gasped.

      Aidan tried to grab Beau’s collar. “Get down.”

      When Beau was finally off the bed, Emma turned to Aidan. “What’s going to happen to him while you’re gone?”

      Aidan shrugged. “Even though he hates staying overnight, I guess I’ll board him at his doggy daycare.”

      Emma glanced over the side of the bed at Beau. He proceeded to give her the saddest hound-dog face he could muster. “Aw, poor baby.” She turned to Aidan and smiled. “I could keep him for you.”

      Aidan grunted. “What the hell would possess you to want to do that?”

      “Because I love him, and I hate to think of him being unhappy for two to four weeks.”

      “You’re serious, aren’t you?”

      Emma nodded. “Don’t you trust me with your dog?”

      He laughed. “Of course I do, and if you really want to put up with his smelly ass for two to four weeks, he’s yours.”

      She peered over the side of the bed again. “Did you hear that boy? You’re going to come stay with me while Daddy goes to India.”

      Beau thumped his tail appreciatively while Aidan snickered. “I can’t believe you just called me Beau’s daddy.”

      She gave him a wicked grin as she trailed her fingers up his thigh and then took his slackened cock in her hand. “Would you rather me call you Big Daddy?”

      He licked his lips in anticipation. “Oh yeah, that’s good.”

      “Which part? Me stroking you like this or calling you Big Daddy?” she teased.

      “Mmm, both,” he replied.

      Once she had worked him to full mast, she guided him to her already wet core. Emma grinned at Aidan. “Okay then, Big Daddy, let’s try once more to make a baby.”
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      Emma gnawed on her already frayed nails. Sitting on the bathroom countertop, her legs swung back and forth as her whole body hummed with nervous energy. She drew in a frantic breath, trying to calm her out-of-control emotions, but nothing short of a margarita the size of a fishbowl would help at the moment.

      She cut her gaze over to where Casey lounged on the settee, eyeing three different pregnancy test sticks. “How long has it been?” Emma squeaked.

      Casey groaned. “About five fucking seconds since the last time you asked. Jesus, Em, you’re going to give me a stroke.”

      “I’m sorry. It feels like an eternity since I peed on those freakin’ sticks. I’m losing my mind.”

      Someone started to come into the bathroom and Casey leapt up, bracing herself against the door. “Sorry, it’s out of order. Try the one down the hall.”

      The person grumbled, but then backed off. Emma widened her eyes. “I can’t believe you’re bogarting the bathroom for my pregnancy test!”

      “Do you want a strange chick taking a whiz in the middle of your big moment?”

      Nervous laughter bubbled out of Emma. “No, I guess not, but we don’t know if it’s going to be a big moment or not.”

      Casey grinned. “You’re a week late this time, Em, and don’t forget that Aidan took extra care of his swimmers. I think the odds are in your favor this second time around.”

      “As much as I want it to be, I have a feeling Aidan will be a little disappointed if there are no more baby-making sessions, especially since he’s storing up his energy while he’s out of the country.”

      “Who says it has to end?”

      Emma’s eyebrows shot up in surprise. “Because there won’t be a point any more…I’ll be pregnant.”

      “Yeah, and keeping him coming back for more just might land you something you never bargained for.”

      “And what’s that?”

      Casey gave her a knowing smile. “A husband.”

      The room spun around her, sending Emma’s head slamming back against the mirror. She brought her hand to her forehead to still the maddening spinning. “Don’t say things like that to me when I’m already about to explode.” When Casey didn’t reply, Emma opened her eyes. “What is it?”

      “They’re starting to change colors!”

      Emma sucked in a breath before leaning forward on the bathroom counter. “And?”

      “Holy shit! One has two lines and the others say ‘YES’!”

      Falling off the counter onto the tiled floor, Emma staggered over to Casey and grabbed her by the shoulders. Bewildered, she asked, “But…so does that mean…?”

      Tears sparkled in Casey’s eyes. “It means you’re pregnant!”

      “Are you sure? You didn’t read the boxes wrong or something?”

      “No, I’m positive, and the tests are positive!”

      Emma froze as her body desperately tried to process her emotions. They ricocheted through her at warp speed, causing her body to tremble. She couldn’t even blink, let alone draw breath. All the painful years after Travis’s and her mother’s deaths spent hoping, praying, and longing for a child converged on this one moment. It was physically and emotionally overwhelming.

      Pregnant…she was actually pregnant.

      Casey shook her gently. “Breathe, Em, you’ve got to breathe.”

      Silent tears streamed down Emma’s cheeks. Her hand tentatively went to her abdomen. “I can’t believe it’s actually happening.”

      “It feels good to be right,” Casey joked as she wiped her own tears away on the back of her hand.

      Emma’s elated expression started to fade. “What if the tests were wrong? I mean, what if—”

      Casey shook her head. “You could buy ten more tests to humor yourself, but it’s real this time.”

      Reaching for a tissue, Emma dabbed her eyes. “Don’t you see? There’s just been so much disappointment and sadness in my life that it’s hard for me to grasp that something I want so much can actually happen.”

      “Em—”

      “You don’t understand what it’s been like for me. So many times I’ve gotten my hopes up for true happiness only to have it dashed. Travis and I were planning on starting a family right away. He joked about knocking me up so we could have shotgun wedding. I wanted nothing more than to have his child, and then he was gone. Then I lost my mother.” Her lip trembled. “I’m scared this is all going to fall apart, Case.”

      “Don’t be afraid.” Casey drew Emma into her arms. “I’m here for you, and everything is going to be all right. It’s finally your time, Em. You’re just going to have to keep the faith and believe it.”

      Emma closed her eyes and let Casey’s optimism wash over her. “I want to believe it…so very, very much.”

      Casey pulled away to give Emma a reassuring smile. “Well you better, because it’s the truth. Now look in the mirror and say the words.”

      “Seriously Case?”

      “Do it!”

      “Fine.” Emma stared at her pale, mascara-streaked face in the mirror. “I’m pregnant, and I’m going to be a mother.”

      “Damn straight. Now when are you going to tell Big Papa the good news?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. Even though we’ve talked on the phone and Skyped since he’s been gone, I don’t want to do it that way.” At the wicked expression on Casey’s face, Emma crossed her arms over her chest. “I know what you’re wondering, and the answer is no. We did not have phone sex.”

      “How disappointing,” Casey pouted.

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Anyway, to get back to the original point, I think it’s best to wait until he gets home.”

      “And when is that exactly?”

      “Sometime next week.”

      “Good. By then, you will have had time to see your gyno and you’ll know without a shadow of a doubt that you can tell him the good news.” She held open the bathroom door. “I say we blow out of here at five and go celebrate with non-alcoholic beverages and chocolate!”

      Emma grinned. “Sounds like a plan to me.”
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      A week later, Emma stepped out into the waiting room of her OB/GYN’s office to the expectant faces of Casey and Connor. She couldn’t hide her beaming smile. “I’m really, really pregnant!”

      Popping out of their chairs, they both erupted with loud cheers and gave Emma a long, excited group hug. On the way to the car, her phone buzzed in her purse. She dug it out and gasped. At the airport. Heading home. Want to meet for drinks at O’Malley’s at six?

      She quickly texted Aidan back. Sure. Sounds good. See you then.

      At his next response, Emma skidded to an abrupt stop and stared at her phone. Both anxiety and longing gripped her at his words. Good. I’m looking forward to kissing and licking every square inch of that fabulous body of yours tonight.

      “What’s the matter, Em?” Casey asked.

      “Nothing…just a text I got.”

      Connor snorted. “Just a text my ass. From the practically giddy expression on your face, I’m assuming it’s from Big Papa Fitzgerald.”

      Emma giggled. “Yes, it is. He’s on his way home.”

      Peeking over her shoulder, Connor gasped. “Damn, girl, he’s looking forward to licking every inch of your body? Em’s gone kinky on me!”

      “Would you stop!” she shrieked, jerking the phone away from his view. Her reaction sent Connor and Casey giggling like mad as they hopped into the car.

      Fumbling for her car keys, she wasn’t quite sure how to respond to Aidan’s text. Finally, she typed a quick See you then. As she cranked the car on, she had a gnawing feeling in the pit of her stomach that telling Aidan wasn’t going to be as easy as she had thought.
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      As his plane skidded across the runway at Hartsfield Jackson, Aidan fought the urge to shout for joy. For him, there was truly no place like home. He tapped his foot impatiently while he waited for the plane to come to a stop. Four weeks away had felt like an eternity. Even though he wanted nothing more than to grab a couple chili dogs from The Varsity along with a twelve pack from the liquor store, he had very important dinner plans and even bigger nighttime plans.

      After deplaning, he broke into a jog from the gate, grabbing his luggage as fast as he could. Glancing at his watch, he saw he had forty-five minutes to make it to O’Malley’s. He would’ve liked to freshen up, but his rumpled shirt and wrinkled dress pants were just going to have to do.

      Miraculously, he stepped into O’Malley’s a little before six. When Jenny saw him, her face lit up. “Hey stranger. Glad to see you’re back.”

      He smiled. “Thanks. It’s good to be home. You can’t imagine how much I missed this old hole in the wall. You can’t quite find the same beer or burgers over there.”

      Jenny laughed. “So do I need to reserve a large booth for the crew for your welcome home party?”

      “Um, no, actually, I’m meeting someone.”

      “Someone or some woman?”

      He coughed. “A woman.”

      Aidan couldn’t help feeling surprised when Jenny’s smile widened. “Is it the pretty redhead you were here with before?”

      His mouth gaped open. “Wait, how did you guess that?”

      She grinned. “I knew there was something between you two when you came in—something different from the other women I’ve seen you with.”

      “But we weren’t even dating then.” He shook his head. “We’re not even dating now.”

      “Oh please.” Jenny waved her hand dismissively at him and grabbed two menus. She led him to the same secluded area he had sat in with Emma before. This time she gave them the back corner booth, ensuring they would have a lot of privacy. “You guys make a really good-looking couple,” she said before leaving him open-mouthed once again.

      Aidan’s only response to Jenny’s compliments was to give a frustrated grunt. He eased down in the booth and took out his phone. After scrolling through several emails and texts, he glanced up to see Emma sweeping through the door. He sucked in a breath and tried to still the accelerating of his heartbeat. What the hell was happening to him? No woman had ever had this much of an effect on him. The time away seemed to have made her even more beautiful than he remembered, but there was something different about her—something softer, more vulnerable. It was a hell of a turn-on.

      When Jenny said something to Emma, she beamed and ducked her head. Without blinking, Aidan watched Emma as she followed Jenny to the table. Her dress slid over her hips, accentuating the curves he was familiar with, and her long auburn hair hung in waves, cascading over her shoulders. He gritted his teeth when he noticed some of the other male patrons ogling Emma as she passed them by. Even though he had no right, he wanted to scream at them that she belonged to him.

      Her face lit up when she met his gaze. “Hey!”

      As he started rising out of the booth, she rushed over and threw her arms around his neck. He opened his mouth to say hello, but her lips crushed against his. As she deepened the kiss, Aidan tried to keep his bearings by tightening his arms around Emma’s waist. Damn, he had missed the feel of her lips, her tongue, and the way her body molded against his.

      A low whistle behind them caused Emma to jerk back, much to Aidan’s dismay. Jenny grinned at them and winked. “Now who needs the guys when you can get a homecoming like that, huh?”

      Emma’s cheeks grew red, but she laughed. Tilting her head to the side, she asked him, “Am I enough of a welcome home?”

      He grinned. “At the moment, hell yes you are.”

      Jenny squeezed past them to place their silverware on the table. “I guess I’ll leave you two lovebirds alone now.”

      “Thanks Jenny,” Aidan said.

      He arched his eyebrows when Emma plopped down next to him in the booth rather than sitting across from him. “Miss me that much, huh?”

      Her laughter made his heart vibrate with warmth. “Yes, actually I did.”

      Aidan stared into her twinkling green eyes. “I missed you, too.” A hell of a lot more than I want to admit.

      “Me or the sex?” she asked.

      “Both,” he answered honestly.

      She giggled. “I figured it would only be the sex.”

      “You underestimate yourself as usual.” Propping his arm on the back of the booth, he turned to get a better look at her. “But I can’t help myself if it sounds like I’ve only been missing the sex when I tell you how fucking gorgeous you look tonight.”

      “No, it’s okay.” Her cheeks flushed. “And thank you.”

      Aidan leaned over to nuzzle her neck, inhaling the delicate smell of her perfume. He groaned in the sweet agony. “The way your dress is hugging all your curves and your hair is falling loose and wavy, just begging me to run my fingers through it, makes me want to forget dinner and take you home instead.”

      When she stiffened, he raised his head. “What’s wrong?”

      “I need to tell you something.”

      “Anything. Well, as long as it isn’t something like you’re not coming home with me tonight.”

      “I’m pregnant,” she blurted out.

      The air wheezed out of him and he felt like he had been kicked in the groin. “Okay, that’s not quite what I was expecting.”

      “I found out a week ago, but I wanted to wait until you got back to tell you. I thought it would mean more in person.”

      Now he knew why she appeared so different. Pregnancy had her absolutely glowing with pure happiness. A sense of immense pride radiated through him that he’d had a part in making that happiness. His lips curved in a genuine smile. “That’s wonderful news, Em. I’m thrilled for you.”

      Happy tears sparkled in her eyes. “Oh Aidan, I can never thank you enough for making this dream possible!” she cried, throwing her arms around his neck again. She squeezed him tight. “I still can’t believe it happened after only two months of trying. Do you know how blessed and lucky we are? Some people have to try for months and months—even years.”

      “Yeah, that would have been miserable,” he joked.

      A girlish giggle escaped her lips. “I am sorry we didn’t get to…well, you know, have sex as much as you would have liked.”

      Just the mention of that word on her luscious lips made him squirm in the booth. “So am I, especially since I’ve practically been a monk the last few weeks.”

      Her eyes widened. “You mean you kept up with the boxers and no activity of any kind?”

      “Well, I might have taken care of business once or twice,” he replied sheepishly. “But I abstained all last week in preparation.” Now after all that work, he was going home, tail between his legs and extremely frustrated. It was truly going to be just him and his hand that night.

      Emma cupped his face in her hands. “Oh, you poor baby. You’ve really gone above and beyond for me through this whole thing.”

      When she brushed her fingers over his lips, he grabbed her hand. “Please, Em, don’t. I’m way too fucking frustrated for shit like that.”

      A smile that was both teasing and sweet spread on her face. “I tell you what. Since you’ve made me the happiest woman in the world, I think I more than owe you another round or two to put a smile on your face.”

      For the second time that night, Aidan felt like he had been kicked in the groin. “You can’t be serious.”

      Her brows furrowed. “Don’t you want me to be serious?”

      “Of course I do! I want to push your dress up over your thighs, rip off the lacy thong I imagine you’re wearing, and fuck you senseless right here in the booth.”

      Emma sucked in a breath and widened her eyes. “I take that as a yes.”

      Aidan grinned. “Hey, it’s been four weeks babe. You’re lucky I’m not dragging you into the bathroom for a quickie.” When her nose wrinkled in disgust, he couldn’t hold back his laughter. “Don’t worry, Em. I’ll control myself.” Running his hand under her dress, he squeezed her thigh. “At least while we’re in public.”

      He was surprised when she didn’t smack his hand away. Instead, she merely smiled up at him invitingly. “Can we at least eat first?”

      “Of course we can. You’re eating for two now, right?”

      Emma snorted. “Supposedly yes, but the way I’ve been packing it in lately, you would think I was having triplets or something.”

      Aidan waved the waiter over. After Emma finished rattling off everything she wanted, Aidan couldn’t hide his amusement. “You’re seriously going to eat all that?”

      She bobbed her head as the waiter left. “It won’t matter as much this time since I assume I’ll be burning a lot of calories later, right?”

      He chuckled. “Hell yes.”

      For the rest of dinner, he behaved himself, focusing on how joyfully animated Emma became as she talked about the baby and the pregnancy. He had never seen her talk a mile a minute or smile so much. He began to wonder how her cheeks didn’t hurt. He momentarily stiffened when she mentioned that both Casey and Connor had accompanied her to her first doctor’s appointment. “So now he’s all about you having a baby as long as he didn’t father it?”

      Emma’s fork froze in midair and her face crumpled. “He just wanted to come and support me since you were out of town.”

      “That was nice of him,” Aidan said, unable to keep the sarcasm out of his tone.

      “If you don’t want him at the first ultrasound, I won’t invite him.”

      Aidan didn’t know why the hell it bothered him. It wasn’t like he had any plans of being involved in the baby’s life…or did he? For some reason, just the thought of Connor being in his baby’s life dropped a heavy blanket of possessiveness around him. Shuddering, he tried ridding himself of the feeling. Connor seemed like a genuine guy, and he obviously didn’t have to worry about him being competition in Emma’s bed.

      “Aidan, you didn’t answer me.”

      He met Emma’s intense stare. “What?”

      “I asked you again if you wanted it to just be the two of us at the first ultrasound.”

      Swallowing hard, he finally responded, “Um, yeah, sure.”

      Any doubt about his decision faded at the expression of pure, unadulterated happiness that flashed on Emma’s face. Knowing he was the reason behind it warmed him straight through to his soul. It was a feeling he thought he could come to enjoy experiencing more of.

      “Great,” she replied before nibbling on her last French fry.

      He couldn’t help grinning when he surveyed her empty plate. “Would you like some dessert?”

      She pursed her lips at his teasing. “No, I’m good for now, thanks.”

      “Then can we please get the hell out of here and go back to your house before I have a permanent case of blue balls?”

      Emma giggled. “I guess so. Just be glad I have some Ben & Jerry’s in the freezer or we would be making a pit stop.”

      Aidan groaned as he threw a wad of bills on the table. “You love to torture me, don’t you?”

      Running her hand up his thigh, Emma stopped just before she touched his cock. When he sucked in a sharp breath, she merely took her hand away and picked up her drink. Swirling the straw around, she then brought it to her lips and worked it in and out of her mouth while she drank. “Hmm, that’s so good.”

      His mouth gaped open in shock. He couldn’t believe she was doing this to him. His sweet, innocent Emma, the mother of his child, was being a total cock-tease—and in some small way, he was enjoying the hell out of it.

      When she finally looked at him, she burst out laughing. “I’m sorry, I couldn’t help myself.”

      “Just make sure you keep that attitude up the rest of the night,” Aidan replied, nudging her out of the booth.
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      After they left O’Malley’s, Aidan followed Emma home. When she pulled into the garage, she hopped out of her car and met him in the driveway. He glanced around the yard. “Where’s Beau?”

      Emma laughed. “I put him in his swinging bachelor’s pad down in the basement before I came to meet you. Want me to go let him out?”

      He shook his head as they started up the walkway. “No, I can wait to see him until after I devour you at least once.”

      Emma made a tsking noise. “Poor Beau. His daddy is always thinking of his own needs first.”

      Aidan laughed. “He’s a dude, so he would totally understand.”

      “Oh really?”

      “You better believe if some bitch in heat came by, he wouldn’t think twice about thinking with his dick and running out on me.”

      “Is that what I am to you? A bitch in heat?” Emma questioned, feigning outrage.

      “Of course not…well, you might’ve been before I got you pregnant.”

      Shaking her head at him, she unlocked the front door and held it open for Aidan. When she turned to close and lock it behind them, Aidan beat her to the punch. Grabbing her from behind, he took her hands and placed them flush against the wooden door. He buried his face into the side of her neck before wrapping his arms around her waist and pressing his erection against her backside. Grinding into her, he moaned, “God, Em, I want you so much it hurts.”

      The feeling of his need against her caused warmth to flood her core. She had missed him emotionally, but the growing ache between her legs was her body’s way of showing her just how much he had been missed physically.

      One of his hands slid from her waist up her torso to cup her breast. When he kneaded it roughly like she usually enjoyed, she yelped in pain rather than pleasure.

      At her reaction, Aidan instantly tensed. He spun her around to face him, his brows creased with worry. “I’m sorry, Em. You used to get off when I did that.”

      She cupped his face in her hands, rubbing her thumbs along his jawline. “It’s not your fault. I should have warned you that my breasts are…” She bit her lip and tried to imagine how she was going to explain this. “Well, they’re really tender right now because of being pregnant.” Even though she tried fighting it, she felt her face flushing in embarrassment.

      “Oh, I see.” When she forced herself to look at Aidan, he was staring quizzically at her breasts. After he scratched his chin, Emma asked, “What?”

      “Is there, like, milk in them already or something?”

      She laughed. “No, no, it’s nothing like that.”

      Although he seemed relieved, he still wasn’t touching her. Slowly, she grabbed the hem of her dress and pulled it over her head. She held Aidan’s smoldering gaze as she reached behind her back and unhooked her bra. After she let it drop to the floor, she took his hands in hers and brought them to her chest. “Just be gentle, okay?” She worked his hands over her breasts, illustrating the pattern and pressure to use. “Mmm, that’s good,” she said.

      As his fingers rolled and teased her nipples to hardened peaks, he arched his eyebrows questioningly at her. “Very good,” she murmured.

      While he kept up his ministrations, she reached over to loosen his tie. Once she slipped it off, she started at the buttons on his shirt. After whisking it away, she started for his belt buckle. She must not have been moving fast enough because Aidan’s hands left her breasts to unzip and kick off his pants.

      At the sight of his rumpled boxers—the very ones he was wearing just to help her to conceive—she grinned. Taking his hand, she led him down the hall toward the bedroom. He used his free hand to caress her backside—it was like he couldn’t stop touching her even for a second. When they got into the bedroom, he slid his hand from her buttocks to grip her waist, pulling her toward him. She wrapped her arms around his chest, enjoying the sensation of feeling his bare skin on her breasts.

      Aidan’s mouth met Emma’s in a frenzied, desperate kiss as she guided them over to the bed. She brought her hands to his chest and shoved him, sending him sprawling onto the bed. Instead of lying down, he raised himself up into a sitting position. Grabbing Emma’s hips, Aidan tugged her closer.

      After spending a few minutes delicately licking and sucking her nipples, he kissed from the hollow of her breasts down over her stomach. His nimble fingers whisked off her panties, leaving her naked and feeling vulnerable in front of him. When he didn’t begin kissing or stroking her, Emma glanced down at him. Her breath hitched at the sight of him staring at her belly.

      “What’s wrong?” she asked.

      “Nothing,” he murmured.

      “You didn’t expect me to be showing already, did you?”

      “No, of course not, but your body is already changing in little ways. I can tell.” Lightly, he grazed her abdomen with the back of his fingers. He wore an almost mesmerized expression. “So there’s a part of me in there, huh?”

      “Yes,” she said softly.

      He titled his head to the side, smiling up at her. “Damn. That’s pretty amazing when you stop to think about it.”

      The tiny fluttering of her heart broke into a full gallop at his words. “It is.”

      When Aidan leaned in to feather tender kisses across her belly, Emma came undone. The gesture brought tears to her eyes. She bit down so hard on her bottom lip to keep from sobbing that a metallic rush of blood filled her mouth. Just as she thought she might go over the emotional abyss, he flicked his tongue over her clit while his fingers sought out her core. Gasping, she brought her hand to his hair and fisted the strands. All thoughts escaped her mind except for the exquisite torment of his tongue as it licked and sucked over her sex.

      It didn’t take long for her to throw her head back and cry out his name as she came. With her body still reeling, he gripped her waist and spun her around, pushing her toward the bed. Emma fought the wave of dizziness that spiraled over her; it was unfortunately not the usual post-orgasm kind, but instead was another aspect of pregnancy plaguing her.

      With a hungry smile, Aidan pressed her down onto the mattress, but then when he positioned himself over her body, he froze. He then rocked back to sit on his knees between her legs. “What’s wrong?” Emma asked.

      He scratched his head. “Um, I don’t quite know how to say this.”

      Propping up on her elbows, Emma asked, “What do you mean?”

      “Here’s the thing…I’m kind of afraid.”

      Emma felt like her eyebrows were going to shoot right off her forehead. “Excuse me?”

      “What I mean is, I’m afraid of doing something that will hurt the baby, like crushing it with my body on yours or thrusting too deep or some shit like that.”

      “Oh, I see,” she murmured. She fought the urge to laugh at the absurdity of the situation. Never in a million years would she have imagined Aidan being afraid of sex.

      “Well, my doctor didn’t say anything about abstaining from sex, so I think we’ll be fine.”

      Hope flashed in Aidan’s eyes. “You think?”

      She could no longer hold back her laugher. “Yes, I’m positive.”

      “Oh, so this is funny now?”

      She nodded. “If you could see the look on your face.”

      Scowling, he crossed his arms over his chest. “Well, excuse me for wanting to protect our child.”

      Emma rose up and took Aidan’s face in her hands. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have laughed. It’s just that most couples, married or unmarried, don’t stop having sex when pregnancy happens.” When he started to argue, she put a finger over his lips to silence him. “But I do appreciate your worry and concern. Each and every time we’ve been together, you’ve always been considerate not to do anything that would hurt me. I’m sure you’ll continue doing the same thing now.”

      He grimaced. “It’s just…I’m worried because it’s been a while for me. If I’m being totally honest, it’s one of the longest periods of going without sex in my adult life, and I’m worried about getting too carried away.”

      “It’ll be fine. Trust me, I’ll let you know if something is wrong.”

      Aidan gave her a wary look before he nodded.

      “Now why don’t you make love to me? Nice and slow,” she said.

      Aidan blew out a puff of air. “I can try.”

      Emma couldn’t help giggling at the determined expression on his face. “I can’t believe Mr. Aidan Fitzgerald, sex god extraordinaire, is doubting his abilities in the bedroom.”

      At her taunting, Aidan’s expressed flipped over from anxious to smoldering in barely a second. “There goes that mouth of yours again,” he replied, his voice low and husky.

      “Mmhmm,” Emma murmured, bringing his face to hers. She needed his warm lips on hers desperately. Sliding her tongue into his mouth, she caressed his, causing him to groan deep in the back of his throat.

      Emma reached between them and took his erection in her hand. She stroked him hard and fast, causing Aidan’s jaw to clench. After working his glorious length a few more moments, Aidan grunted, his hips bucking back and forth into her hand.

      “Em,” he murmured.

      She then guided his erection to her core. He entered her slowly, tediously, inch by inch, until she was filled with him. She realized then how much she had missed the feeling of him being inside her. When he pulled out, Emma gasped at the empty feeling. His frantic eyes met hers and she smiled. “It’s okay. Keep doing what you’re doing.”

      “I’ll try,” he replied, plunging back inside her.

      Emma gripped Aidan’s shoulders while widening her legs. His pace became exquisitely languorous. With each stroke, Emma raised her hips to meet him. They moved in perfect unison together, panting and drawing breaths in the same measure.

      Aidan took Emma’s hand and brought it between them. “Touch yourself,” he instructed. Embarrassment filled her at his request. When she started to jerk her hand away, Aidan shook his head. “If you won’t touch yourself, then touch me…touch us.”

      A shudder went through her at his words, and she felt herself not only relenting, but feeling wildly turned on. Tentatively, she slid her hand down to where they were joined, feeling him sliding in and out of her. She ran her fingers over his cock, slick from their shared arousals. Aidan moaned in approval. “Yeah, babe. Oh fuck, that feels good.” After working him over, she finally brought her hand back to her clit and started to stroke and rub it.

      Closing her eyes, she let the feeling wash over her. It was almost too much—the sensation from Aidan thrusting in and out coupled with stimulating herself. It didn’t take long for an orgasm to build and ripple through her. “Aidan! Oh Aidan!” she screamed.

      “Oh, fuck, Em, I don’t think I’m going to last much longer,” Aidan said through gritted teeth.

      She brought her lips to his, kissing him forcefully and passionately while he shuddered and came into her. He fell against her like he usually did, covering her body with his. “Dammit to hell!” he cursed. His expression was one of horror when he met her gaze. “Christ, did I hurt you just then?”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Aidan, would you stop worrying? I’m fine.”

      “You sure?”

      She grinned. “Maybe ready for dessert.”

      He snorted. “I thought what we just did was some fucking wild dessert!”

      “Hmm, well, that was really, really hot, but I’m more in the mood for something cold and sweet.” When he quirked his eyebrows at her, she giggled. “But what we just did was pretty sweet too!”

      “Let me guess, Ben and Jerry are calling your name, huh?”

      Emma nodded.

      “Then let me be a true gentleman and go get it for you.”

      “Ooh, post sex ice cream…how romantic!” she mused.

      “There goes that mouth of yours again,” Aidan remarked as he climbed out of bed and started for the kitchen.

      “Good thing I’m about to fill it with ice cream, huh?”

      Aidan winked at her over his shoulder. “I could think of something better to cram in your mouth.”

      She tossed a pillow at him for his audacity. “Go get the ice cream, and I’ll consider letting you back in this bed.”

      “Oh, you’ll let me back in. In fact, I wager you’ll be begging me.”

      As he started out of the bedroom, Emma couldn’t help shivering in anticipation of what the rest of the night held in store.
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      Drifting between sleep and consciousness, Emma felt something moist trailing up her bare back and over her neck. When Aidan pressed his morning erection against her backside, her eyes flew open. She turned to gaze at him over her shoulder. “Good morning to you, too—or should I say, the both of you,” she said, her voice laced with amusement.

      Aidan’s chuckle hummed in her ear. “I’m sorry I woke you. I couldn’t help getting so turned on when I woke up next to a fiery, naked goddess.”

      “Are you thinking by merely flattering me I’m going to let you have your way with me again?”

      “I sure as hell hope so.”

      “Hmm, I thought I gave you your consolation sex prize last night. I don’t recall this morning being a part of the deal.”

      “So you want to tease me and play hard to get, huh?” Aidan snaked his hand across her belly and between her legs. She sucked in a breath. “Was that a yes?” he asked, his fingers speeding up their tempo.

      “It’s definitely not a no,” she murmured, tilting her head back against his shoulder.

      Just as she felt herself building to an orgasm, the familiar morning nausea seized her. “No, no, stop!” she cried.

      Aidan gazed down at her in surprise. “What’s wrong?”

      “I—” She clapped her hand over her mouth, willing herself not to throw up on him. She clambered over his legs and streaked into the bathroom, barely making it before her stomach clenched. She gripped the sides of toilet seat and retched violently. Over and over, her stomach heaved. Exhausted, she sank to her knees. When she glanced up, Aidan stood framed in the doorway. He had managed to slide on his underwear, and she noticed her episode had killed his libido.

      “Morning sickness?”

      “Mmmhmm,” she moaned.

      “Can I get you anything?”

      “No, I—” She heaved again. Dragging her arm across her mouth, she didn’t dare look at Aidan. It was too embarrassing having him see her this way. Staring at the tile, she said, “I’m fine. Really. Go back to bed.”

      Without a word, Aidan left the bathroom; Emma couldn’t blame him. She could only imagine this unattractive aspect of pregnancy would just be another reason to drive him away. What would he want with someone like her when he could have any woman he wanted?

      Pressing her cheek against the toilet lid, she felt the bile rising in her throat again. She silently willed herself not to get sick, then Aidan appeared in the doorway. Emma peered up to see a glass of water and a bag of saltine crackers in his hands. When she stared at him in shock, he gave her a sheepish grin. “I thought this might help.”

      He hadn’t run away. Instead, he had tried to find something to make her better. The gesture sent Emma’s emotions reeling like an out of control merry-go-round. “Thank you,” she whispered.

      Instead of leaving them on the counter and running out the door, he grabbed the hand towel and ran it under the cold water. He then eased down beside her, taking Emma’s face in his hands. “Aidan, you don’t—” she protested.

      “Shh, just let me take care of you.” Tenderly, he swiped the rag across her cheeks and her forehead. The gesture tugged at her heart, and overwhelming love for him radiated in her chest. She closed her eyes so he wouldn’t see her tears. “Does that feel nice?”

      Unable to speak, she bobbed her head.

      “I’m so sorry about the puking,” he said.

      Her eyes flew open. “It’s not your fault.”

      He grinned. “Well, it kind of is considering I knocked you up.”

      She gave him a weak smile. “But I asked you to. If it’s anyone’s fault, it’s mine.”

      “Has it been bad so far?”

      She nodded. “Every morning…some afternoons.” She shuddered. “And then certain smells.”

      Aidan twisted the rag in his hands. “I wish I could do something to help. I feel so helpless having to watch you suffer.”

      Her chest constricted again at his words. “It’s enough you just being here, comforting me like this.” She reached out to touch his cheek. “You have such a good heart and so much love to give. You’re going to be a wonderful father.”

      He stared at her in almost disbelief, his chest rising and falling harshly. She could see him emotionally shutting down right in front of her. He shook his head. “I think you give me too much credit. Besides, I’d be a real jackass if I left you alone when you were sick.” He rose up off the floor and tossed the rag on the counter.

      Chewing her lip, Emma realized this was probably the best she was ever going to get from him—just enough care and concern to keep his conscience from eating at him. It wasn’t ever going to be enough to make him love her or commit. She just needed to accept that fact so she could guard her heart. She could only give herself to him physically—even though she desperately hoped that physical intimacy would lead to a stronger emotional one for Aidan.

      So she drew in a deep breath and pulled herself up. “I’m going to take a shower.”

      He whirled back around in surprise. “You think you’re up to it?”

      “The nausea and the puking never last long. I’m feeling better now.” She smiled. “You want to join me?”

      “Are you sure?”

      “I’m not making any promises.” She pulled back the shower curtain and turned on the water. “Besides, we both need to be ready to go out in a little while because I do expect you to buy me some breakfast—you know, for knocking me up and all.”

      He grinned. “I think I can do that.”
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      An hour later, Emma buckled herself in while Aidan let the top down on his convertible. “What sounds good?” he asked as he pulled out of the driveway.

      “Hmm, IHOP? I keep craving pancakes.”

      “Then IHOP it is.”

      While flipping through the radio stations, Aidan’s phone rang. He glanced at the caller ID and grimaced. “It’s my dad.”

      “Haven’t you talked to him since you got back?”

      “No.”

      Emma shook her head. “I can’t believe you didn’t let him know you’re home safe and sound. I bet he’s worried out of his mind.”

      “Thanks for the guilt trip,” Aidan mused.

      She stuck her tongue out at him playfully as he answered the phone. “Hey Pop…yeah, I got in last night. Sorry I didn’t call you. I was a little tired.”

      Emma snorted at his lie. He hadn’t been too tired to go a round with her. When she met Aidan’s gaze, he stuck his tongue out at her and she giggled.

      “I’m planning on coming by to see you.” He paused. “I know you’ve really been working hard on your rose garden, but now isn’t actually the best time.”

      Emma cleared her throat and Aidan glanced over at her. “Take me back home and go see your dad,” she murmured.

      He shook his head.

      “Yes, he misses you and—Dad, I’ll be happy to come over as long as you don’t mind that I bring a friend with me.”

      Wait, what? He was actually going to take her to meet his father? That was a whole other level of commitment she had never imagined coming from him.

      Aidan must’ve registered her surprise because he whispered, “You don’t mind?”

      She shook her head and he smiled. “All right. We’ll be over in ten minutes.” After he hung up the phone, he turned to Emma. “Are you sure you’re all right with this?”

      “Why would I mind?”

      Aidan shrugged. “I don’t know. My dad is…well, he’s a blue collar, Irish Catholic ex-Marine who loves puttering around his rose garden and playing with his grandkids.”

      Emma grinned at his summation. “Considering most of my mom’s family is blue collar, I think I’ll be fine. Besides, he’s my child’s grandfather.”

      “I just didn’t want to waste your Saturday listening to my dad drone on and on about his different species of roses or his war stories.”

      “I think it sounds like fun.”

      “You need to get out more, babe.”

      Emma experienced the familiar tightening in her chest at his flippant attitude. Her smile faded. “I think deep down you really don’t want to introduce me to him.”

      Aidan glanced away from the road to stare at her. “What? Why?”

      “You don’t want to have to explain anything to him about what we are or what we aren’t, and you definitely don’t want to have to pretend I’m your girlfriend.”

      “Well, I hadn’t actually planned on introducing you as my girlfriend. I was going to lie and say we were working on a project together for work.”

      “Oh,” Emma murmured.

      “You didn’t think I was going to waltz in there and drop the bomb on him about the baby, did you? I think that would freak him out a little.”

      “Are you ever planning on telling him?”

      “And what would I say? ‘Hey dad, this is the girl who asked me to knock her up because her biological clock was ticking. Maybe once in a while she’ll let you see the kid if you want, but I signed a contract where I don’t have any parental or financial obligations.’”

      Emma shook her head. “You know I had that part of the contract edited. Besides, I would never keep the baby away from its grandfather...or its father.”

      Aidan glanced over at her in surprise. “You mean you wouldn’t object to me having a bigger part in the baby’s life?”

      Emma’s heart thumped so loudly in her chest she was sure Aidan could hear it. She fought to find her voice. “Of course not. I want you to do whatever you feel comfortable with.”

      Aidan remained quiet for a few seconds. Then he sighed. “I want to make one thing clear: having a bigger part doesn’t mean I’m going to be a typical father and help you raise it—and I’m sure as hell not changing diapers or getting up in the middle of the night to feed it or anything.”

      Emma bit her lip to keep from grinning. She continued chipping away at his hardened veneer little by little. It was a small step, but she would take what she could get.

      “That’s okay. I didn’t expect you to do any of that. I just wanted him or her to at least know who their father was.”

      “Then we’re good to go.”

      Aidan pulled into the driveway of a modest brick home. Just like at his house, the yard was breathtaking. “You weren’t kidding when you said your dad has a green thumb,” she mused as they got out of the car.

      Aidan grinned. “Wait until he shows you his rose garden.”

      “He has an entire rose garden?”

      “Yes, with multiple breeds.”

      “That’s amazing. Maybe he would be willing to give me some gardening tips. I’d love to have more flowers growing around the window of the baby’s room.”

      “I’m sure he would be more than happy to help.”

      As Emma made her way up the driveway, she stumbled. Aidan snaked an arm around her waist to steady her. “Are you all right?”

      “I’ve just been a little dizzy lately. Another wonderful side effect of early pregnancy.”

      “Glad to hear it wasn’t our exertions last night making you lightheaded,” he replied with a smirk.

      She smacked his arm playfully. “You’re terrible.”

      “Well, hello there!” a silver-headed man called from the side of the house.

      Surprise flooded Emma when Aidan didn’t drop his arm from her waist. “Hey, Pop.”

      “Good to see you, son,” Aidan’s father replied with a smile. He shielded his eyes from the sun and gazed at Emma. “And who is this pretty lady?”

      “This is Emma Harrison. We work together.”

      Emma extended her hand and smiled. “It’s a pleasure to meet you Mr. Fitzgerald.”

      “Please call me Patrick,” he replied, shaking her hand. “Do you like roses, Emma?”

      “Yes, I do. I was just admiring all your beautiful flowers.”

      “Come then. Let me show you my rose garden.” He held out his arm like a gentleman of the past, and Emma slipped hers through it. They strolled across the front yard with Aidan trailing behind them.

      When they turned the corner, Emma gasped at the rainbow of colors. “Oh it’s breathtaking!”

      “Thank you. I’ve just worked on integrating several new breeds.”

      Aidan’s phone rang. When he grabbed it out of his pocket, he groaned. Patrick and Emma glanced over at him. “It’s work. I better take this.”

      “Go ahead, son. The roses will still be here when you finish,” Patrick replied good-naturedly.

      As Aidan walked around the corner of the house, Emma delicately fingered a red rose before bending over to smell it. The intoxicating fragrance perfumed her senses and she sighed with pleasure. “These are so beautiful.”

      Patrick beamed with pride. “Those are Don Juans, or Sweetheart Roses. They’re also known as climbing roses because they grow well on arbors and sides of buildings. The nice thing about them is they’re so resilient they don’t need a lot of pruning to come back year after year.” Patrick traced his finger over one of the thorns. “My late wife actually planted these.”

      Emma’s heart ached at his sad expression. She reached over and rubbed Patrick’s arm tenderly. “Aidan told me about her passing away. I’m very sorry for your loss. In a way, I know what it feels like to lose someone who is your whole world.”

      “You do?” Patrick asked softly.

      “My mother died of cancer two years ago. She was everything to me, especially after my father was killed when I was six.” She gave him a sad smile. “Sometimes it feels like I’ll never get over it, like I’ll just have this gaping hole in my heart for the rest of my life.”

      Patrick nodded. “Yes, that’s exactly how it feels.” He took her hand in his and squeezed it tight. “Thank you for sharing that with me.”

      “You’re welcome.”

      Silence hung around them as Emma kept admiring Patrick’s garden. She had just inhaled what she imagined was a Yellow Rose of Texas when Patrick’s voice startled her. “So you and my son work together?”

      “We’re both at the same company, but he actually works a few floors above me.”

      “I see.”

      Emma glanced up from the rose she was admiring to find Patrick giving her a knowing look. “And you two expect me to believe there’s nothing between you but that you work together?” he asked with a smile.

      Emma flushed. “Well, no, I mean, it’s complicated.”

      “Isn’t love always complicated?”

      “I-I guess so, but we’ve only known each other for a couple months, so he’s not in love—I mean, we’re not in love.”

      Patrick pinched his lips together. “Do you see this rose?”

      Emma nodded.

      “It doesn’t look like it’s going to bloom, does it?”

      Tilting her head, Emma eyed the closed bud. “No, it doesn’t.”

      “Ah, but that’s where appearances are deceiving. Sometimes the ones that bloom fastest fade quickly. It’s these that are the toughest to coax out that make some of the most gorgeous flowers.” He snipped a long stemmed Don Juan and handed it to Emma. “You can tell me that you and Aidan aren’t in love, but looks can be deceiving.”

      She gasped and almost dropped the rose. She opened her mouth to argue with Patrick, but Aidan came strolling up. “Sorry about that.”

      “It’s all right, son. I was enjoying getting to know Emma better,” Patrick replied. Emma ducked her head to avoid his intense stare. “Won’t you two join me for lunch?

      “I was actually in the process of taking Em out to brunch when you called.”

      “Psh, who wants brunch when you can have a home-cooked meal? It’s your mother’s shepherd’s pie.”

      Emma watched as Aidan’s eyes lit up, and she knew she could forgo her craving for pancakes. “That sounds delicious,” she said.

      Aidan raised his eyebrows questioningly, and she nodded. “Okay then, we’ll stay.”

      “Wonderful!” Patrick exclaimed, motioning them to the backdoor.

      Emma smiled. “I have to admit I’m very impressed with the culinary skills of the Fitzgerald men.”

      Patrick glanced at Aidan over his shoulder. “Oh, you’ve cooked for Emma?”

      She fought the urge to giggle at what looked like a red flush creeping across Aidan’s tanned cheeks. “Yeah, just some scampi. Nothing exciting.”

      “He’s just being modest. It was delicious.”

      Patrick held the door open for them. “I guess us Fitzgerald men have been forced into learning to cook—me because of being a widower, and Aidan by being a confirmed bachelor.”

      “I’m sure whatever you have prepared will be delicious,” Emma said.

      Patrick picked up an oven mitt. “Aidan, why don’t you take Emma on to the dining room and set another plate at the table while I get the food together?”

      “Why don’t you let me help?” Emma offered.

      He smiled. “That would be wonderful.”

      Once everything was finished, they all sat down. Patrick reached out his hands. “Aidan, would you say grace?”

      Emma’s mouth gaped open in shock. Never in a million years would she have pegged Aidan as anything remotely close to religious, least of all being entrusted with saying the blessing.

      As he reached out for her hand, Aidan winked. “Close your mouth, Em. You’ll catch a fly like that.”

      She pinched her lips together and shot him a murderous glance, but when he took his hand in hers and grazed his fingers tenderly over her knuckles, her anger evaporated. “Dear Lord, for what we are about to receive, make us truly thankful. Amen.”

      As they lifted their heads, Patrick repeated, “Amen.” Emma gave Aidan a coy smile and murmured, “Short and sweet.” He merely chuckled and put his napkin in his lap.

      The moment Patrick took the lid off the pot, Emma’s stomach clenched. Oh no, not now. Please not now! she silently begged. As the meaty aroma invaded her nostrils, nausea overtook her. The bile rose in her throat and she clamped her hand over her mouth. “Sorry!” she murmured before leaping from the table, knocking her chair over in the process.
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      Aidan swept a nervous glance over to his father and swallowed hard as Patrick stared at Emma’s retreating form. At the sound of the bathroom door slamming, Patrick raised an expectant brow.

      His mind whirled with how he was going to possibly explain Emma’s behavior and keep their secret. He finally smiled apologetically. “I should have mentioned that she is a vegetarian, and that the smell of meat makes her sick.”

      “Don’t bullshit me.”

      “Excuse me?” Aidan demanded, leaning forward in his seat. That was certainly not the response he’d expected. His lie seemed pretty plausible to him—well, except for the small fact that Emma had happily accepted a lunch invitation for meaty pie not ten minutes before.

      Patrick shook his head. “She’s pregnant, isn’t she?”

      Aidan’s own stomach churned, and he fought the urge to bolt from the table just like Emma. “What would possess you to think that?” he croaked. He sure as hell hoped Emma hadn’t mentioned something to Patrick while they were looking at the roses. If anyone was going to drop the bomb about his impending fatherhood, it was going to be him.

      “Because of your mother. She couldn’t stand to be in the same room with meat when she was pregnant with you. Even the faintest smell would send her to the bathroom. The worst was when we were in the city and passed a hotdog stand.” Patrick smiled wistfully. “I haven’t seen anyone have that kind of reaction since her, not even your sisters.”

      Aidan cast a glance down the hall. “Emma’s only about six weeks along. The morning sickness, or I guess I should say nausea, is hitting her really bad.”

      “I assume the child is yours?”

      “Of course it is,” Aidan growled.

      “Surely you can see why I would question you. After all, you introduced her as a friend from work and now you’re telling me she’s pregnant with your child.”

      “I didn’t quite know how to tell you.”

      “Are you planning on marrying her?”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      Patrick’s eyebrows arched in surprise. “It isn’t? I thought when you got a woman pregnant, you did the honorable thing and offered to marry her. Why the hell were you sleeping with her if you didn’t love her or see a future with her? Or are you still hell bent on being the asshole who uses women for his selfish own purposes?”

      Aidan narrowed his eyes and gripped the edge of the lace tablecloth. “Jesus Christ, Pop, don’t hold anything back. Tell me how you really feel.”

      “I’m sorry, but you’re thirty-two years old. You haven’t had a single long-term relationship since you broke it off with Amy.” Patrick shook his head sadly. “If I’m being completely honest, I could say that Amy and Emma remind me a lot of each other. I certainly don’t want to see Emma get hurt like Amy did, especially if she’s carrying my grandchild.”

      “Look, quit playing me out as the villain. Emma wanted a baby, so I agreed to help her.”

      Patrick opened and closed his mouth like a fish out of water. Once he’d had a moment to adjust to the news, an amused smile curved on his lips. “Ah, you’re like her stud horse or something?”

      “Not funny.”

      “Sorry, son. I couldn’t resist.” He patted Aidan’s arm. “All joking aside, I just want you to think long and hard about what you’re doing. I can see you care deeply for Emma, and she does for you.”

      Aidan shifted in his chair and stared down at his hands. “I don’t know how I feel.”

      “You know what your mother would say, don’t you?”

      Sinking fast in the quicksand of his father’s words, Aidan swept out of his chair and went to pour himself a drink. He pulled the Scotch from the cabinet. “Don’t bring her into this. She badgered me enough herself—always wondering why I broke Amy’s heart, why I wouldn’t settle down, marry some nice girl from church, and punch out a bunch of kids.” He conveniently left out the part about how she had made him promise on her deathbed to have children one day.

      “Don’t you realize, son? She knew that’s what would really make you happy.”

      Aidan scowled. “But she never saw the real me—she only believed the good parts. If she had really stopped to think about it, she would have realized I never wanted to be tied down or be stuck with the same woman day in and day out.”

      Hurt radiated in Patrick’s eyes. “Is that what you think of the forty-five years I had with your mother?”

      Aidan threw his head back and stared at the water stain on the dining room ceiling. He wished he had never answered his phone or agreed to come over. Most of all, he wished he had never, ever thought bringing Emma with him would be a good idea. She had been right when she had anticipated that her presence would bring on the third degree. Aidan sighed and looked over at his father. “No, Pop, that’s not what I think, but we’re different people.”

      “Emma could be the best thing that’s ever happened to you.”

      A snort erupted from Aidan’s lips. “How the hell would you know that? You’ve been with her all of an hour!”

      “I may be an old man, but I’m not blind. She’s the total package, son. She’s just as beautiful on the inside as she is on the out. How can you not be amazed by what a special young woman she is? Why, if I was your age, I’d be doing everything in my power to make her mine—especially if she was carrying my child.”

      Aidan opened his mouth to argue, but at the sound of the bathroom door creaking, he closed it. “Not a word,” he whispered to his father. When Emma appeared, her face was positively ghostlike, except for the flush of embarrassment on her cheeks. She eased down in her seat and tentatively glanced across the table at Aidan.

      “Are you all right?” he asked.

      She gave a weak smile. “I’m fine.” She then turned to Patrick. “Mr. Fitzgerald, I’m so sorry for ruining your lunch like that.”

      He held up his index finger to silence her. “You did no such thing.” He reached across the table to squeeze her hand. “Besides, it does an old man’s heart good to hear he’s going to be a grandfather again.”

      “Shit, Pop, I said not a word!” Aidan exclaimed as Emma’s eyes widened as big as saucers.

      “You told him?” she demanded.

      Patrick shook his head. “Now don’t be getting upset with him. I’m the one who guessed it. When my late wife was pregnant with Aidan, she suffered terribly with morning sickness—well, we jokingly called it the all-day sickness because it wasn’t just regulated to the morning. Smells bothered her something terrible.”

      Emma clutched her abdomen. “It’s awful.”

      “If I were a betting man, I’d put good money on you carrying a boy. After all, my wife only experienced what she did with Aidan.”

      Emma gave a dreamy smile. “A boy would be wonderful, but I’ll be just as happy with a girl—as long as he or she is healthy, that’s all that matters.”

      Patrick patted her hand. “Oh, but you need a boy. That way the Fitzgerald family name will go on.” He turned to Aidan. “You are planning on giving the baby your last name, aren’t you?”

      “Jesus Christ, Pop! Lighten up.”

      “I’m a staunch Irish Catholic, son, I’m not going to ease up on the legitimacy of my grandchild.”

      Aidan felt the blood draining from his face. He immediately reached for his glass and knocked back the rest of the Scotch. At his father’s continued scrutiny, he shifted in his chair. “Well, Emma and I haven’t discussed it.”

      “Don’t you want to carry on our family’s name?” Patrick turned his intense gaze on Emma. “I was the only son of my parents, and I had only one son. I have five grandsons and a great-grandson, yet our name will die out with Aidan.”

      “Oh come on, Pop, it’s not like I’ll be the last Fitzgerald ever. Granddad Fitz had seven brothers!” Aidan argued.

      Patrick crossed his arms over his chest in a huff. “Fine then. If you won’t give the baby your name, I’ll give him mine!”

      When Emma squeaked across from him, Aidan knew she was upset by the overt tension between the two strong-willed men facing off. “Would you please knock it off? You’re freaking Em out.”

      Patrick’s expression immediately softened. “Emma, I’m so sorry if I offended or upset you. I’m fiercely protective of my family, and now that you’re carrying my grandchild, you’re a part of that.”

      Aidan watched as Emma’s expression turned from apprehension to positively beaming. “That’s very sweet of you to care so much. My baby will be very lucky to have you as a grandfather.” She drew in a breath. “But before I got pregnant, Aidan and I set very clear parameters for what his role would be.”

      “So you object to the baby having his name?” Patrick demanded.

      “Well, no…I mean, I wouldn’t mind.” Before Aidan could stop himself, he glowered across the table at Emma. She quickly shook her head. “But I don’t want to pressure Aidan into anything. No offense, Patrick, but you’re kind of putting him on the spot. I don’t want Aidan to feel uncomfortable.”

      Patrick harrumphed and leaned back in his chair. “Fine then. I’m just an old-fashioned, out of touch, old fart!”

      Emma giggled. “Aw, no you’re not. Actually, you remind me a lot of my mother’s father. He’s really been more of a father figure to me since my father died. Granddaddy is very traditional and old-fashioned, and pretty easygoing until you mess with his family.”

      “He sounds like my kind of man.”

      “I think you two would get along very well. He shared your same questions and concerns when he learned I was unmarried and pregnant.” Emma twisted the napkin in her lap. “Actually, he had quite a few choice words for me.”

      Aidan experienced a twinge of protectiveness at Emma’s discomfort. “You didn’t tell me that.”

      “Everything is okay now. In fact, he’s really creative when it comes to woodworking, and he’s carving the baby a rocking horse.”

      “That’s a nice way to make amends,” Patrick mused.

      Emma smiled. “Yes, it is.”

      Patrick appeared thoughtful. Then he stood up. “Come, Emma, there’s something I’d like you and the baby to have.”

      He held out his hand and Emma smiled, slipping hers into his. Aidan watched as he pulled her out of the dining room chair and led her down the hall. He sat stunned, still not believing the effect Emma had on his father. Aidan hadn’t seen him so animated in months. It was like she had brought a piece of him that was dead back to life—something not even he or his sisters had been able to do.

      Curiosity caused him to rise from his chair and seek them out. He found them in his parent’s bedroom. Emma stood in the middle of the room, peering intently at the walk-in closet. Shuffling noises came from within, and Aidan heard his father curse softly. Finally, Patrick appeared with a yellowed box that had faded with time, a beaming smile on his face. “For my grandson,” he said, handing Emma the box.

      She swept her free hand to her hip and challenged, “And what if it’s a girl?”

      “Trust me on this one.” When Emma huffed in protest, Patrick laughed. “All right, all right. It will work for my granddaughter as well.”

      Emma opened the box’s lid. Aidan leaned forward as she gently pulled away the tissue paper and a little cry escaped her lips. Gently, she pulled out a white baby’s gown with intricate lace and pearls. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s Aidan’s christening gown,” Patrick said.

      Aidan sucked in a breath. His father’s words coupled with Emma holding a piece of his past made him feel like he had been punched in the gut. If there was any doubt as to how his father felt about Emma and their child, it was now clear from the tiny gown in her hands that he cared quite a lot. He wasn’t entirely sure he was ready for this level of emotion and commitment. “Dad, Emma’s not even Catholic,” Aidan protested.

      Without taking his eyes off Emma, Patrick shook his head. “She might humor me and have the baby christened though.”

      Emma nibbled on her bottom lip. “The truth is I’m Baptist.” At Patrick’s sharp intake of breath, she held up her hand. “But considering you and Aidan are Catholic and the baby will be half Catholic, I suppose I could, if it meant a lot to you.”

      A broad smile formed on Patrick’s face. “It sure would.”

      “Then I would be honored.”

      “Thank you, sweetheart.” Patrick embraced Emma, squeezing her tight. “Thank you most of all for being such a beautiful light in the world…and in my son’s life.”

      Aidan stared at his father in horror. Had he lost his mind? Emma wasn’t a light in his life…was she? He tried ignoring the tears sparkling in Emma’s green eyes when she pulled out of Patrick’s arms. She kissed him tenderly on the cheek. “Thank you for wanting to be part of my baby’s life.”

      The continued exchange of emotions between his father and Emma made it feel like all the air in the room had been sucked out. Simply breathing in and out made his chest feel like a sumo wrestler was pressing down on him. A beautiful light in my son’s life kept replaying over and over again in his mind.

      Deep down inside him, a little voice agreed with his father. Emma made him burn with desire one minute and laugh the next. The way she interacted with Beau and his nephews tugged at his heart. She was the kind of woman who, if he got physically sick, would be there to nurse him through it, and if he fell on hard times emotionally, she would be his rock.

      How had he been so fucking blind?

      Aidan’s gaze wildly scanned the room. No, he just needed to get out of his parent’s bedroom, out his father’s house, and then maybe he would be able to think.

      He cleared his throat. “I hate to be a party pooper, but we really need to get going. I’ve got a lot to take care of after being gone the last month.”

      Patrick nodded. “I understand, son. I’m just so glad you came by.” He smiled at Emma. “That you both came by.”

      It took Aidan a moment before he was able to say, “So am I.”

      Emma clutched the christening gown to her chest as she trailed Patrick out of the bedroom. Aidan followed close on their heels. “Now that we’re acquainted, there’s no reason for you to be a stranger. You know where I live, so you don’t have to rely on Aidan to bring you by.”

      Jesus, two hours with the girl and his father was already giving Emma full access to come over whenever she felt like it. For all he knew, his father would get down all the family photo albums or his old high school yearbooks to entertain Emma with. What a nightmare.

      Patrick gave Emma a final hug before turning to Aidan. “Don’t be a stranger.”

      “I’ll try.”

      As Emma started down the porch steps, Patrick grabbed Aidan’s arm. “Will you at least try to consider some of the things we talked about?” he asked in a hushed whisper.

      “I’ll try, Pop. I really will.”

      Patrick smiled. “Good. I’m glad to hear it.”

      Emma slipped into the passenger seat as Aidan jogged down the front walk. When he slid inside the car, he exhaled a long, ragged breath. Emma turned and gave him a tentative smile. “That was…interesting.”

      “That’s one word for it,” he replied, cranking the car up.

      After he pulled out of the driveway, he glanced over to see Emma running her fingers over the fabric of the tiny gown. “I bet you were adorable wearing this,” she remarked.

      “No, I’ve seen the pictures. I look like a chubby little pansy wearing a dress.”

      “You could never look like a pansy,” she teased.

      Aidan grunted in response. Staring ahead, he gripped the steering wheel tighter, desperately trying to keep control of the feelings raging within him. They didn’t speak for a few minutes.

      When Emma finally did, her voice was strained. “I’m sorry about today.”

      Aidan tore his gaze off the road to stare at her. “What are you talking about?”

      “Meeting your father. It was too much pressure and commitment for you. I can tell.”

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      “Oh please. You were about to hyperventilate under the stress when we were in your parent’s bedroom.” Emma shook her head. “I seriously started to worry you were going to have a stroke or something.”

      “It wasn’t that bad.”

      The skin on his cheek singed from the glare Emma was giving him. “At least be honest about the situation, Aidan.”

      A low growl erupted from the back of his throat. “Fine. That was a total and complete mind-fuck for me, okay?”

      “That’s better.”

      “Yeah, right.”

      “I’m serious. I always want you to be honest with me, especially about how you feel.”

      “Women always say that, and then the moment you tell them how things are, you get verbally or physically bitch slapped.”

      Silence echoed through the car for a few minutes. Finally, Emma spoke. “Look, I don’t have to keep the gown. You can give it back to Patrick and explain to him that you only agreed to give your DNA, not yourself.”

      He banged his fist into the steering wheel. “Dammit, Em, that’s not what I want!”

      Cutting across two lanes, he wheeled into a supermarket parking lot. After screeching to a stop, he killed the engine. When he turned to face Emma, her eyes were wide and she had pressed herself up against the door as far away from him as possible. “When I said today was a mind-fuck, it was in more ways than one. Seeing you with my father—the way he reacted to you—it’s made me come unhinged, but not in the way you think.”

      “Oh?”

      He shook his head. “When I met you, my life was exactly the way I wanted it to be. I was only thinking with my dick when I thought I could get you pregnant and walk away. And now…it’s all so fucking complicated I don’t know which way is up any more.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to cause problems for you or to be a burden.”

      Aidan rolled his eyes. “Jesus, Em, how can you even think that?”

      Her brows furrowed. “Because you said—”

      With a frustrated grunt, he raked his hands through his hair. “Dammit, I’m no good at this. I’m saying and doing everything wrong.”

      “I don’t understand,” she murmured.

      “Deep down, I’m still the same person I was when we first started all this—no marriage, no major commitment, no long-term relationships.” He sighed. “But…I want to try to have more with you.”

      Emma gasped. “You do?”

      He stared at her intently. “Even though I hate to admit it, I really missed you while I was gone.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t just miss the sex?”

      He scowled at her. “Yeah, I’m sure.”

      She gave him a tentative smile. “Then that’s very flattering.”

      “Fuck, I didn’t think you’d make me work this hard for it.”

      “Excuse me?”

      “I thought…” He shook his head. “I thought you wanted us even more than I did.”

      “I do,” she replied softly.

      “You have a hell of a way of showing it.”

      She glared at him. “Well, you’re not really playing fair. You’ve been kind and considerate, if not downright caring the entire time we were trying to conceive, yet you constantly kept me at arm’s length. Every time I thought you might truly be interested in me, you’d shut down, and now you wait to spring the fact that you might want more until I’m a hormone-fueled emotional wreck.”

      “What difference does that make?”

      “Everything!” She pointed out the windshield to a teenage bag boy collecting carts. “I’m so whacked out on hormones right now that kid could ask me to marry him and I would say yes.”

      “That’s fucked up,” Aidan mused.

      “Yeah, it’s called estrogen, and it’s working overtime right now. If you want to know what that feels like, it’s kind of like how the massive dose of testosterone pumping through you fuels the head below your waist, driving most of your decisions.”

      Aidan threw his head back and laughed. “Are you trying to say I only think with my dick?”

      “I don’t think I’d be pregnant right now if you didn’t,” Emma said softly.

      His expression darkened. “Am I to assume that’s the estrogen talking or are you just trying to cut me?”

      Emma ducked her head. “Yes and no. It’s just that everything is so emotionally overwhelming right now. Meeting Patrick today…” She bit down on her lip and then stared out the car window. “I know we were only together for such a short time, but it was almost like the moment I met him, I felt a connection to something I haven’t had in a very, very long time—a father’s love. I’ve only felt that before with my grandfather, and he’s my own blood.”

      Aidan’s chest tightened at Emma’s visible pain. He reached out and took her hand in his. “Em—”

      She turned back to him with tears in her eyes. “You’re trying to protect yourself, and well, so am I. As much as I want to say yes to you Aidan, I have to protect myself and the baby.”

      “The baby? Do you honestly think I’d do anything to hurt it?”

      “Not intentionally, but I can’t let you get invested in our lives if you might bail when some woman in a short skirt and huge breasts turns your head.”

      “That was fucking low,” he growled.

      She wiped her eyes. “I’m sorry, but you know on some fundamental level it’s the truth. You’ve said yourself a million times that you don’t do long-term relationships.”

      “Yeah, well, people can change you know.”

      “You can’t imagine how much I want to believe that,” she whispered.

      Aidan sighed, drumming his fingers on the steering wheel. “Look, that phone call I got from work was about how I have to fly to DC on Tuesday. I’ll be gone for a few days. Will you think about it while I’m gone?”

      “I will if you will.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?”

      “It means I want you to make sure you fully comprehend what you’re asking of me and yourself, and I want you to have a pretty clear picture of just what ‘more’ means to you.”

      “Fine.” He gave her a pointed look. “I will if you will.”

      The corners of her mouth quirked up in a smile. “It’s a deal.”
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      The sound of a car in the driveway caused Beau to hop off the couch and start barking madly at the window. “What is it boy?” Emma asked, abandoning her book. Beau whined and raced to the front door. Rising from the couch, Emma started over to the window. Surely Aidan’s niece, Megan, hadn’t changed her mind about Emma babysitting and come back for her four-month-old son, Mason. She had struck up an almost instant friendship when Emma met her at Sunday lunch at Patrick’s. Even with Aidan out of town, Patrick had insisted she and his future grandson come join them. It had been a little overwhelming being with all of Aidan’s sisters and their families, but overall, she’d had a wonderful time being part of his family.

      Since Megan had been thrilled by the prospect of Emma babysitting, she couldn’t imagine she would have changed her mind. When Emma peeked through the blinds, her heart leapt into her throat.

      It was Aidan.

      What was he doing here? When she had talked to him the night before, he had told her it would be another week before he came home. Glancing down at her faded Scooby-Doo pajama bottoms and ratty tank top, she shook her head. There was no time to try to make herself more presentable. Of course, explaining Mason’s presence was going to be a little more difficult than that.

      She threw open the front door and Beau scurried out into the night, yapping and wagging his tail. He mowed into Aidan and almost knocked him down as Emma hurried out onto the porch. “Hey! What are you doing here?”

      Aidan scratched a wiggling Beau. “My last few meetings got rescheduled for next week, so I hopped the first plane home to surprise you.”

      Swaying on her feet, Emma fought to catch her breath. He had actually done something spontaneously romantic? “Aw, that’s sweet. It’s a very nice surprise.”

      Abandoning Beau, he closed the gap between them. “I also wanted to come straight over here to see if you had given any more thought to us being…more.”

      “I have.”

      Aidan’s brows furrowed. “And?”

      “The answer is yes,” she replied with a smile.

      Aidan’s expression turned over like a switch, shifting from apprehension to happiness instantly. “I’m so glad to hear that. I’ve been thinking about it the whole time I was gone.”

      “So have I.”

      “Most of all, I wanted things resolved before I have to go back to DC.”

      “When do you leave again?”

      “Tuesday.” Emma’s chest tightened at the prospect.

      Aidan’s hungry eyes roamed over her and he grinned. “Barefoot and pregnant, huh? Now all I need is for you to go in the kitchen and fix me some dinner.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I would have cooked you something if I knew you were coming. The best I’ve got is the leftover pizza I ordered in tonight.”

      He pulled her to him, crisscrossing his arms around her waist. “I’ll forget all about dinner if you’ll come inside and give me a real homecoming,” he teased, licking a moist trail up her neck.

      She shivered with her building need, but then shook her head. “Um, I don’t think that’s going to be possible.”

      “Why not?”

      “I have company.”

      Aidan’s arms tensed around her. He jerked his head back to stare at her with a puzzled expression. “There’s a guy here?”

      She nodded. “A very handsome one, too.”

      His jaw tensed. “But you just said…you just agreed to having more with me.”

      She bit her lip to keep from grinning at his outrage. “I know, but he was here before I knew how you felt, and I have to admit—there’s just something about this guy I can’t resist.”

      Without another word, he slung out of her embrace and barreled in the doorway. “Wait, Aidan, I’m—”

      He ignored her and busted through the foyer. Hot on his heels, she tried to catch him before he started yelling and screaming for the imaginary guy to get the hell out of there and woke Mason up. She watched as he skidded to a stop and froze in front of the pack-n-play where Mason slept.

      He whirled around. “Mason. You mean I just got all worked up over a baby?”

      She giggled. “Yes.”

      Aidan exhaled in a wheeze and bent over to rest his elbows on his knees. “I can’t believe you just did that to me. I was expecting to have to throw some dude out of here.”

      “Oh, just what every girl wants—a possessive, raging knight in shining armor.”

      He scowled at her and swept one of his hands to his chest. “No shit, I think I’m having a heart attack or something.”

      Emma walked over to him and pressed her hand over his heart. “Aw, poor baby, want me to kiss it and make it better?”

      He poked out his bottom lip and gave her a puppy dog face until she leaned in and kissed his heart over his shirt. “Thank you.” He cast a glance over his shoulder at Mason. “So what exactly is he doing here?”

      She wrapped her arms around his neck and pressed against him. “What can I say? I have a thing for the men of the Fitzgerald family.”

      The corners of Aidan’s lips turned up in a slight smirk at her statement. “Is that right?”

      “That and Megan’s overwhelmed with exams right now, so I offered to keep him to let her get some uninterrupted work done. Plus it’s good practice for me.”

      “Wait, so he’s spending the night?”

      “Yep.” She leaned up to teasingly nip his lips with her tongue. “But he’s sleeping in the pack-n-play, and you get to be in the bed with me.”

      “Hmm, I like that scenario.” He kissed her hungrily while guiding her back toward the couch.

      “Whoa, wait a minute. I didn’t mean for us to get started now,” she murmured against his lips.

      “When is there a better time?”

      Emma let him push her down onto the cushions. “We really should wait until Mason goes down for the night. He’s going to need a bottle and a bath.”

      “He’s fine.” He eased himself on top of her, still careful not to bear too much weight on her. While one hand delved under her tank top, the other went for the waistband of her pajama bottoms and then stopped. “Damn, are these Scooby-Doo?”

      She giggled. “I wasn’t expecting company, and I have a slight obsession from growing up with the old cartoon.”

      “They almost killed my hard-on.”

      She slid her hand between them and then quirked her eyebrows. “Seems fine to me.”

      “Hmm, keep doing that and I think it’ll be more than fine.”

      She kept rubbing him through his pants while he licked a hot trail down her neck to her breastbone. As he lowered the straps of her tank top to bare her breasts, a shriek came from the other side of the room. For a minute it didn’t register with her, but then Mason started wailing loudly. She immediately broke their kiss and jerked her hand off his cock. “Stop…baby,” she panted.

      “But it feels so good,” he murmured against her collarbone.

      Emma rolled her eyes and smacked his chest. “Aidan, are you deaf? Mason’s crying.”

      “Oh shit.” With an agonized groan, Aidan pulled away from her. She slid out from under him and hurried over to the boy. Mason held his arms out to her as giant tears slid down his cheeks. “Aw, shh, it’s okay, sweet boy,” she said, scooping him up. His cries quieted a little when he was in her arms. “What’s the matter angel? Are you hungry?”

      Emma kissed Mason’s cheek and rubbed wide circles on his back while he grinned at Aidan over her shoulder.

      “What a little cock-blocker,” Aidan grumbled.

      Emma gasped and whirled around. “What did you just call him?”

      “A cock-blocker, which is exactly what he is at the moment.”

      Mason screeched a cry and Emma hugged him tighter. “Don’t listen to Uncle Aidan, sweetheart. He didn’t mean it.”

      Aidan motioned to Mason. “Look at him—he’s perfectly fine as long as you’re holding him.”

      She shook her head. “You’re a complete and total asshole.”

      “You shouldn’t cuss in front of the baby,” he chided with a grin.

      Emma widened her eyes. With a huff, she walked over to Aidan. “It’s almost time for him to eat. Hold him while I go fix his bottle.”

      Surprisingly, Aidan didn’t protest when Emma thrust Mason into his arms. Mason immediately stopped sniffling and stared wide-eyed at Aidan. “Yeah, that’s right. You’re stuck with me now, and I don’t have a nice rack for you to snuggle up to.”

      Emma smacked his arm. “Don’t you dare talk to him like that, he’s only a baby. Breasts are just food to him, pervert.”

      “Damn, Em, when did you get so violent?” he joked.

      Mason gave Aidan a toothless grin when Emma stomped off. Aidan chuckled. “I guess she’s right, huh? But one day you’ll understand what it’s like to be left at half-mast by some chick.”

      “I heard that!” she called out as she slammed the refrigerator door. After heating the formula, she returned to the living room just as Mason started to get fussy again. Aidan started to hand him back to her, but she shook her head. “Can you give it to him while I go run his bath?”

      He gave her a playful smirk. “And if I refuse, does that mean I won’t have any chance of getting back in your Scooby-Doo pajamas tonight?”

      “I would say the odds would be slim to none.”

      Aidan took the bottle from her. “Guess it wouldn’t hurt for me to feed him. It’s been a while since one of my sisters forced me to do this, so I’m a little rusty. You’re on your own for the diaper changing.”

      Emma swept her hands to her hips. “So let me get this straight: you’re basically only feeding Mason not to help me out, but to ensure you’ll get laid tonight?”

      “I consider it a win-win situation for both of us.” He gazed down at Mason, who was sucking his bottle down. “And for him, too.”

      “Just when I think you’ve moved past being a sex-crazed asshole, you act like this.”

      Aidan cocked his eyebrows. “All my married friends have warned me about how much your sex life takes a dive after you have kids. I guess you’re giving me an early warning, huh?”

      “You’re impossible!” She stalked off to her bedroom. After slipping inside the bathroom, she turned on the faucet and tested the temperature. Once it had filled up enough, she turned off the water and headed back into the living room. With Mason in the crook of one arm, Aidan flipped channels on the remote with the other.

      “Did you burp him?”

      He glanced away from the TV. “Huh?”

      She rolled her eyes and took the empty bottle from Aidan. “I’m gathering you never had much to do with your nephews and nieces when they were babies?”

      “Not a whole lot. Why?”

      “Because after you give a baby a bottle, you have to burp them or the gas will cause them pain.”

      “Fine, I’ll burp him.” Aidan brought Mason to his chest and swatted his back.

      “A little harder,” Emma instructed.

      After Aidan gave him two quick pats, Mason burped loudly and then promptly spit up all over his shoulder. “Jesus Christ!” Aidan cried, staring down in horror at his shirt.

      “Oh, calm down. It’s just a little spit-up.”

      “This is a hundred-dollar shirt, Em.”

      “You act like he did it on purpose.” She handed him the box of wet wipes from the table and then picked Mason up. “While I’m giving him his bath, would you do me a favor and put the pack-n-play in my bedroom?”

      “Yeah, whatever.”

      “Thank you.”

      As she went down the hall, she heard Aidan grumbling to himself as he washed off his shirt. Once she got Mason bathed and into his pajamas, his eyes were heavy. Peeking out the bathroom door, she saw the pack-n-play set up and realized Aidan had done what she’d asked, which redeemed him a little in her eyes. She rocked Mason for a few minutes in the glider until she knew he was sound asleep.

      When she started out of the bedroom, she thought about Aidan’s sarcastic comment about babies and sex. She was still irritated with him for being selfish, but she didn’t want to turn him totally off the idea of marriage and children when things were going so well between them. Raging a war within herself, she finally let the devil on her shoulder win out instead of the angel. After all, she loved being right, and she was going to prove Aidan wrong if it was the last thing she did.

      She tiptoed over to her dresser and opened the bottom drawer. Buried at the bottom under bras and panties was a black corset with spaghetti straps and garters that Casey had made her buy for baby-making, but she hadn’t ended up needing it. With its frilly black panties, it was definitely the most daring piece of lingerie she owned. Fortunately, she could get away with leaving the last few snaps unbuttoned for her expanding belly.

      “Yep, this will do the trick,” she whispered. Grabbing it, she hurried into the bathroom and changed. When she eyed herself in the mirror, she didn’t look like an expectant mother sporting a tiny baby bump. She looked like a full-fledged vixen.

      She padded down the hall. When she got into the kitchen, she could hear the high-energy voice of a sports reporter echoing through the living room.

      “Mason’s asleep,” she announced.

      “He didn’t give you much trouble?” Aidan asked, never taking his eyes off the television.

      “No, he went to sleep like an angel.”

      “That’s good.”

      “Want a beer?”

      “Yeah. That’d be nice.”

      She got one out the fridge and walked slowly over to the couch. He didn’t even look her way when she handed it to him. He popped the top and took a swig.

      “What are you watching?”

      “The Braves game.”

      “You wanna play a game instead?” she asked coyly.

      He took another sip of beer before turning to look at her. As his gaze swept over her body, he spewed the liquid out of his mouth. “Jesus, Em, what the hell are you wearing?”

      She glanced down at her ensemble like it was the most normal thing she owned. “Just a surprise for you. Don’t you like it?”

      “Oh I like it.” Aidan licked his lips, his eyes lingering on the cleavage spilling out of the bustier. “It’s just I thought after I acted like such a freaking prick I would be striking out in the sex department tonight.”

      “Well, I should give you a good spanking for being so bad earlier.”

      Aidan laughed. “I think I might enjoy that.”

      With a suggestive smile, she rose off of the couch. Aidan’s gaze widened at the sight of her garters and lacy thigh-highs. She took a pillow off the couch and dropped it on the floor. Bending over him, her fingers went to the button of his pants. “I wanted to finish what we started earlier, if that’s okay.”

      “That’s fine with me.”

      She slid his zipper down and Aidan lifted his hips to allow her to pull his pants off. His erection strained against his underwear. Kneeling between his legs on the pillow, she ran her hands up and down the inside of his thighs, her fingernails scraping against his sensitive skin. “Please, Em,” Aidan murmured.

      Emma smiled sweetly at him as she pulled down the waistband of his underwear and freed his erection. Taking him in one hand, she licked a slow trail from root to tip. Her tongue flicked and swirled around the head. She suctioned just the head in her mouth and then released it. Aidan groaned. “Babe, don’t tease me. It’s been too long.”

      She continued her slow assault on him, feeling him grow larger with her ministrations. She blew air on his glistening tip, which elicited a low growl from Aidan. When he started to protest again, she slid him into her mouth. Aidan gasped and bucked his hips, causing her to take him deeper. She slid him in and out, sucking hard on the rim of his head while gripping him with her hand. Each time she did, he moaned in pleasure. “Oh Em, oh fuck!” She sped up the pace as his fingers tangled into her hair. “I’m going to come if you don’t stop,” he warned.

      She wanted all of him so she just kept working her mouth over his cock, taking him deeper and deeper each time along with suctioning more pressure around him. Finally, he cried out, lifting his hips and bathing the inside of her mouth with him. She licked and sucked until he was dry, and when she gazed up at him, his eyes burned down on her. “God, that was good.”

      “I’m glad you liked it.”

      He bent over and pulled her onto his lap. Emma felt herself grow wetter as she straddled him. Aidan’s hands found their way to her breasts, lifting them out of her bustier. As he cupped them, he glanced up at her with a smirk. “I think I get the meaning of your little game now.”

      “My game?” she asked innocently.

      He nodded. “You wanted to prove to me that you can have a baby and still have a hot sex life.”

      She arched her eyebrows. “Oh, do you think what I just did was really that hot?”

      Aidan rolled her nipples between his fingers, causing them to harden. “You wearing something this sexy and then sucking me off? Hell yes, that’s incredibly hot.”

      “I just wanted to welcome you home.” She rubbed herself over his slackened cock, bringing it back to life with several determined thrusts of her hips.

      “Em, you’re driving me wild,” Aidan murmured, his lips brushing against her breasts.

      “Take me to bed then,” she commanded.

      “With pleasure.” He gripped her by the hips and pushed her onto her feet. As he stood up, he dropped his underwear.

      “And hurry up and take off your shirt. It smells,” Emma instructed as she started to the bedroom. She swayed her hips provocatively to get his attention. She snickered when she heard the buttons popping on Aidan’s shirt and them scattering across the hardwood floor. Only he would ruin an expensive shirt for sex.

      She barely made it down the hall before he reached her side. He wrapped his arms around her waist, pulling her into his arms. His breath scorched against her cheek. “I’m going to make you come so hard you’ll scream my name.”

      Emma shivered in anticipation as she pressed herself against Aidan. “Shh, we’ll have to be quiet or we’ll wake Mason,” she replied.

      Aidan snickered. “I didn’t expect an audience.”

      “Well, what do you suggest?”

      He glanced across the hall and then pulled her into the guest bedroom. He started to shut the door, but Emma shook her head. “I won’t be able to hear Mason.”

      Aidan grunted in frustration and then pushed her toward the bed. His fingers deftly unhooked the clasps on her bustier and when her breasts were freed, his mouth immediately closed over one nipple. His erection pressed against her belly and she felt herself growing more and more aroused. His hands went to her panties, shimmying them down her legs.

      He spun her around and bent her over the edge of the bed, her elbows resting on the mattress. He spread her legs farther apart. His cock nudged her entrance from behind and he asked, “Is this okay?”

      “Mhmm,” she murmured.

      On the first thrust, Emma cried out. Aidan leaned over her back, his voice ringing in her ear. “Don’t wake Mason up,” he warned.

      She glanced over her shoulder at him. “What happened to making me scream?” she panted.

      “Oh, I can still do that.” His hand reached around and found her throbbing clit. He stroked it as he pounded in and out of her. “Is it too much, babe?” he asked in a hoarse voice. She knew he was still afraid of doing anything to hurt the baby.

      She shook her head. “No, it’s good. So good.” Aidan’s other hand snaked around to cup her breast, pinching the nipple between his fingers. “Yes, oh yes!” Emma cried, almost reaching her first orgasm.

      When Aidan removed his hand, she mewled in frustration. Once her high started unraveling, he brought his fingers back, deftly stroking and caressing her, building her back up again. “Yes! Oh, Aidan, oh please! Aidan!” she cried.

      “Please what?”

      “Please keep touching me. Please make me come.”

      He stroked her faster and faster until she pressed her face against the mattress, fisting the sheets in her hands as she screamed.

      Feeling close himself, Aidan gripped Emma’s hips tighter and buried his face in her neck. He came so hard but didn’t bother masking his throaty cries. When he was finished, he pulled her up and turned her around to face him. “If you keep giving me homecomings like this, I think I’ll request to travel even more.”

      “Aw, that would be nice, but then I would miss you too much during the week.”

      Aidan grinned. “Miss me or the sex?” he asked, throwing back her usual question.

      She cocked her head. “Why the sex of course!”

      He grunted and smacked her playfully on the ass. “I’ve said it once, and I’ll say it again: that mouth of yours is trouble.”

      She wiggled out of his embrace. “I’m going to go take a shower. Want to join me?”

      “You don’t even need to ask.”
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      A little after three, the sound of Mason’s cries woke Emma. She pushed against Aidan, who was sprawled on top of her. “Wake up, Aidan.”

      “Hmm?”

      “Mason’s crying.”

      He groaned and rolled off of her. As Emma threw on her robe, Mason let out a high-pitched squeal. “Jesus, that kid has a set of lungs on him,” Aidan said before pulling a pillow over his head.

      She hurried over to the baby. “Shh, it’s okay, sweetheart,” she murmured, picking Mason up. His wailing eased a little, but he still continued crying.

      Aidan’s voice came muffled from under the pillow. “Em, would you mind taking him and the screaming somewhere else?”

      Rage burned through Emma. How dare he treat her that way? Shifting Mason onto her shoulder, she used her free hand to smack Aidan’s naked back—hard.

      He flung back the pillow and glared up at her. “What the hell was that for?”

      “Why are you being such an insensitive asshole?”

      “Because I’m overworked, jet-lagged, and just want to sleep,” he growled.

      Emma shook her head. “Your behavior tonight is seriously giving me something to think about.”

      Aidan rose up in the bed and rubbed his eyes. “What are you bitching about now?”

      “Is this how it’s going to be with our baby? You only thinking of your own selfish needs, resenting the baby when it comes between us and sex, and most of all, making it seem like I’m a single parent when you’re in the same room with me?”

      With a roll of his eyes, Aidan jerked off the sheet. “Fine. I’ll go fix his fucking bottle. Will that make you happy?”

      “Maybe,” she replied. Even though he stomped bare-assed out of the room, Emma grinned that her speech had affected him enough to react. Every little battle was a victory in her favor. She eased down in the glider, rubbing Mason’s back. “Hang on sweetheart. Uncle Aidan’s going to get your bottle.”

      Her words had little effect on him, and by the time Aidan came back, he was red-faced and snorting with hungry anger while flailing his arms and legs.

      “Damn, little man, take a chill,” Aidan said, shoving the bottle at Emma.

      “Thank you,” she said with a smile. “Looks like temper tantrums run in the Fitzgerald family,” she mused as Mason latched onto the bottle.

      “I have no idea what you’re talking about,” Aidan replied with a grin. He collapsed back onto the bed. “He obviously gets that from his father—the dickhead who knocked Megan up and ran off.”

      “What a jerk. Who could even think of leaving an angel like Mason or a sweetheart like Megan,” Emma replied. She eased the glider to and fro as Mason sucked the milk down greedily. “You were hungry, weren’t you?” she asked as she placed him on her shoulder and burped him.

      Cradling him to her chest, she gave him his pacifier. When she began humming softly, she saw the calming effect it had on him. When she started singing softly, Mason’s eyes grew heavier and heavier. Then he was fast asleep.

      When she stood up to put him back to bed, she did a double take at the sight of Aidan propped up on one elbow, staring at her. With only the light from the hallway, she couldn’t quite tell if it was lust or love that burned in his eyes.

      “What?” she whispered, easing Mason down onto the mattress.

      “I’ve never heard you sing before.”

      “Oh that.” She ducked her head, trying to fight the embarrassment pricking her skin. She pulled the blanket over Mason.

      “You’re really good.”

      She jerked her gaze up to stare over at Aidan in surprise. “Seriously?”

      “Like an angel.” He took her hand and pulled her back into the bed. “I mean, you told me you sang and all at church and at the bar, but I had no idea you were that good.”

      “You’re just being nice.”

      “And when have I ever done that?” Aidan mused with a sly smile.

      Emma giggled. “Okay, I guess you’re right about that one.”

      His lips grazed along her collarbone before he glanced up at her. “I’m serious, Em. Your voice is absolutely amazing.”

      “Thank you.” She pressed her lips to his. “Any time you want me to sing you to sleep, I will.”

      “I’d like that.”

      Emma scooted closer to Aidan, burying her face in the crook of his arm. “I really hate that you have to leave again.”

      “So do I,” he murmured.

      She fought with herself before asking the next question. “I know we agreed we both wanted ‘more’, but did you ever figure out what that means to you?”

      His fingers, which had been rubbing lazy circles over her skin, froze on her shoulder blade. “Not exactly. Did you?”

      Propping her chin on his chest, she brought her gaze to his. “I would hope it would mean, at the very least, monogamy.”

      “Of course it would.” He creased his brows at her. “You know I haven’t been with anyone else since I propositioned you that night at O’Malley’s.”

      “I know. It’s just—”

      “Because of my past, you’re afraid I might not be able to stay monogamous?”

      “Yes,” she whispered.

      He sighed. “I can understand why you feel that way, Em, but I was serious when I told you I wanted to try for more with you. I can’t make any sweeping guarantees, but I at least want to try. I like you. I like spending time with you, even outside the bedroom.”

      Emma knew that what Aidan was offering was huge for him. It felt like nothing to her, but after all, she wasn’t a commitment-phobic womanizer. The fact that he hadn’t gone on some exotic sex tour of India or hooked up with someone in the Delhi office meant he was honestly trying. She stared into his eyes. “I can accept that.”

      “And I would assume you aren’t on the prowl either, right?”

      Emma couldn’t help the contemptuous snort that escaped her lips. “Do you even have to ask? Besides, the last time I checked, being pregnant didn’t put you on Maxim’s Hot 100 list.”

      He rolled his eyes. “There you go putting yourself down again about your sex appeal. You’re always so oblivious to the effect you have on other men.”

      “Yeah right.”

      “You didn’t even realize the night I got in from India and met you at O’Malley’s, I almost got in a bar fight with all the men who were ogling you.”

      “Seriously?” Emma asked.

      “How can I get it through your head how fucking sexy you are?”

      She pointed at her expanding bump. “This is sexy to you?”

      “I couldn’t care less if you have a belly or not, Em. You are the one who makes yourself sexy, not a body. It’s not even the way you looked in that luscious lingerie you had on earlier. It’s the way you swayed your hips and shook your ass in front of me, knowing it would drive me insane, the way you sucked me off with total abandon.”

      Heat filled Emma’s cheeks at his words while warmth pulsed through her veins at the sincerity with which he spoke them. “So you’re still going to be desperate for me when I’m nine months pregnant, thirty pounds overweight, and swollen up like a Goodyear blimp?”

      Aidan chuckled. “Yes, I will.”

      “Hmm, we’ll see about that one.”

      Just as Emma was settling down to go to sleep, Aidan asked, “So our definition of more is merely not dating anyone else?”

      “I think that’s a pretty good start, don’t you?” Even though she wanted everything and more with Aidan, she didn’t want to scare him off. She thought it best to continue with relationship baby steps and work her way up to the really big ones like moving in together or—dare she even hope and dream—marriage.

      “I suppose so. I mean, we’re already spending all our time together. No need to work on that.”

      “I agree.”

      “So we’re good with our ‘more’?” Aidan asked.

      Even though she wanted to cry, scream, and rail that she hated their definition of more, she merely smiled. “Yeah, we’re good.”
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        Two Months Later

      

      

      Soaking in the oversized tub, Emma eyed her swollen feet with disgust. She had thought she wouldn’t have to face that particularly unattractive side effect of pregnancy until she was much further along, but as she’d moved out of her first trimester into her second, her feet had started undergoing daily transformations. Since she had spent most of the day on them doing back-to-back advertising presentations, they were worse than usual.

      Beau lounged on the tile in front of the tub, snoring slightly. With Aidan traveling out of town every other week because of his vice president status, Beau had become as much her dog as his. She picked him up from doggy daycare, and he helped pass the lonely nights without Aidan by sleeping by her side.

      Emma had just rewarmed the water for a longer soak when Beau raised his head up. After giving a yip, he ran to the bathroom door. “Oh, I bet Daddy’s home from New York,” she said. As Beau wiggled all over and swung his tail to and fro, Emma couldn’t help sharing his excitement.

      “Em?” Aidan’s voice bellowed from the hallway.

      “In the bathtub,” she called.

      He threw the door open and grinned broadly at her. “Hey baby!” Beau yapped at Aidan’s heels as he started over to the tub. He gave her lingering kiss before turning his attention to Beau.

      “How was your trip?” she asked as he scratched Beau’s ears.

      Aidan groaned. “The same ol’ shit.”

      She wrinkled her nose. “Which means the same ol’ shit of you leaving again next week, right?”

      “Unfortunately yes. I guess that’s what they pay me the big bucks for.” He eyed her bubble bath-covered form. “Isn’t it a little early for that?”

      She giggled and pulled one of her legs out of the water. “I suppose it is, but I thought I would soak a while to make my swollen pregnancy clown feet go down.”

      Kneeling down, he took her foot in one of his hands and kissed the instep. “I’ll massage them for you when you get out.”

      Emma cocked her eyebrows at him. “Uh-huh, and what do you want in return for such treatment?”

      Aidan chuckled. “Who said I wanted something in return? My baby mama’s feet are swollen, so I feel a responsibility to make things better.”

      She grinned. “Water’s still warm. You could join me.”

      His fingers immediately went to his shirt buttons. “You don’t have to ask me twice.”

      Emma gazed appreciatively at him while he stripped. Each time he was gone, it made her miss and crave him all the more. After stepping into the tub, he wrapped his arms around her, pulling her onto his lap. He surprised her when he kissed her tenderly rather than with his usual hungry passion. Of course, it still caused her to shiver with anticipation when he ran his fingers up her spine.

      “Are you going to tell me what’s on your mind?” Aidan asked.

      “Huh?”

      He chuckled. “You feel a little tense, that’s all.”

      “Just a stressful day at work,” she lied.

      “And what else?” he prompted.

      “Fine. There’s something I’ve been waiting to ask you.”

      “Okay. Shoot.”

      “So about this next business trip…”

      “Hmm?” he murmured, tangling his fingers through her damp hair.

      “Do you have plans for the weekend after you get back?”

      “Not that I know of. Why?”

      Emma knew it was now or never to approach him with this potential bomb. Sure, two months had rolled by where they had been spending more and more time together, and yea, he had kept his devotion to monogamy, even going so far as to Skype and call her late nights when he was away. Most nights he was in town, she slept over or he slept at her house, but they still hadn’t quite breached the level of commitment she wanted, nor had they said the L word she so craved to hear.

      “Well, it’s my family’s annual barn dance up in the mountains, my mom’s family, that is.”

      Aidan snickered. “And what exactly is a barn dance?”

      “Exactly what it sounds like. My cousins’ band plays music, people dance, there’s usually homemade barbecue…and moonshine.” Emma grinned at Aidan’s wide eyes. “Mainly it’s a family reunion of sorts. I planned on going up on Saturday afternoon and coming back Sunday evening. I would really like it if you joined me. My grandparents are especially interested in meeting you.”

      Aidan smiled. “Sure.”

      “Really?” Emma squeaked, unable to hold back her shock.

      Aidan nodded. “You’ve suffered through meeting most of my family; I should repay the favor. Besides, I always love getting out of the city and going up to the mountains. We could even take Beau with us.”

      Emma laughed. “Oh, he’ll be in doggie heaven at my grandparents’. They have about thirty acres of land along with a pond.”

      “That sounds amazing, for more than just Beau.”

      Emma couldn’t still the fluttering of her heart at his excitement about meeting her family. “So I can tell Grammy we’re coming?”

      “Of course. I wouldn’t miss it for the world.”
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      Aidan threw the last of his clothes in the suitcase then zipped it up. He grunted in frustration when his cell went off in his pocket. Since he was already running late to pick up Emma, he didn’t need any more interruptions. Luckily, he knew it wasn’t her demanding to know where he was because it wasn’t her familiar ringtone. “Hello?”

      A slightly inebriated voice boomed on the other line. “Fitzy, where the hell are ya man? The entire gang is down at O’Malley’s waiting on your sorry ass!”

      It was his buddy Blake. Aidan had conveniently forgotten to tell him and the other guys from work he wouldn’t be making their usual Saturday meet-up. “Sorry dude, I’m about to head out of town with Em.”

      “You’re with Emma again?” he whined over the roar of the boisterous crowd in the background.

      “Yeah, we’re going to visit her family up in the mountains. A barn dance or some shit.”

      “Fuck that, man. You spend all your time with her now, not to mention you’ve got a kid on the way. You might as well have grown a vagina.”

      “Yeah, spending lots of sexy time with a beautiful, fiery redhead really makes me a pussy,” Aidan replied with a chuckle.

      Blake snorted. “You have no idea the fucking quicksand you’re treading on. Sure, it seems like easy fun now, but just wait. Emma’s no fool. She’s tightening her noose, and you’re too mind-fucked to see it.”

      “Don’t be saying shit like that about Emma,” Aidan snarled.

      “I’m not the only one saying it, Fitzy. The whole gang is worried about you, and don’t say we don’t know what we’re talking about. Three of us have been through divorces, remember?”

      Aidan shifted the phone to his other ear. He wasn’t enjoying the turn the conversation had taken, and he didn’t like Blake’s tone—or the potential truth in his words. “Nice groups of friends I’ve got, running their mouths behind my back.”

      “Yeah, well, just mark my words. If you don’t get out fast, you’ll wish you had listened to us one day.”

      “Go fuck yourself, Blake!” Aidan shouted before hanging up. He shoved his phone back in his pocket. Who the hell did Blake think he was? Emma wasn’t forcing him to do anything. No woman ever had and no woman ever would. He was with her because he was enjoying what they had. There was nothing wrong with that. He was giving just as much as he wanted to, and she wasn’t forcing his hand about anything else.

      At the thought of his friends drinking and giving him shit about Emma, he couldn’t help muttering, “Douchebags.” He grabbed his suitcase and whistled for Beau. “Come on, boy. Let’s get the hell out of here.”

      Beau happily complied and went into full wiggling mode when he saw he was getting in the car. Knowing he was running late, he sped along the interstate and then zipped along the familiar streets over to Emma’s house. He pulled into her driveway a little after three. He ignored the text buzzing in his pocket because he was sure it was her. Instead, he hopped out. Beau started to nudge forward, but he shook his head. “Stay boy.”

      After jogging up the front walk, he smacked the doorbell. “It’s open!” she called.

      As he pushed through the door, he saw her suitcase and purse sitting on the foyer floor. He heard rustling around in the kitchen. “Sorry I’m a little late. Beau took forever to pee,” he lied. He didn’t feel the need to tell her one of his asshat friends had made him later than Beau’s bladder.

      “You didn’t leave him at home, did you?”

      Aidan laughed. “No, he’s having a fit in the car. I swear he recognizes your house.”

      Emma’s girlish giggle floated back to him. “Poor baby. It’s been his on-and-off-again home the last few months. I put a rawhide bone in my purse to help make the trip easier for him, but we’ll probably need to stop off once to let him pee.” She gave a frustrated sigh. “Who am I kidding? I’ll probably have to stop more to pee than Beau will.”

      She came around the corner and his heart shuddered to a stop. Every time he saw her after being out of town, she took his breath away. She wore an emerald green sundress with thin spaghetti straps and a hemline that fell just below her knees. Her enhanced pregnancy cleavage strained against the cups on the bodice, but it was the brown cowboy boots that made him do a double take.

      Emma started to rush past him to throw something in her suitcase when Aidan reached out and pulled her to him. “Damn, you look sexy as hell.”

      Her brows furrowed as she glanced down at herself. “Seriously?”

      He licked his lips and nodded.

      “This is one of the few dresses I can still get into. I think it might be time to cave in and buy some more maternity clothes.”

      His fingers splayed over her baby bump, touching her tenderly over the thin material. “For being four and a half months pregnant, you’re barely even showing.”

      She blew a stray strand of hair out of her face. “Tell that to my zippers.”

      “And the boots?”

      “Oh, these help me stay true to my country roots. I wear them all the time when I’m in the mountains.”

      He grinned. “I like them…a lot.” Cocking his head, he gave her his best I want to devour you smile.

      Emma wagged her finger at him. “Oh no. Don’t even go there.”

      “Baby, I’ve hardly seen you, let alone touched you in the last week. I’m about to explode!”

      “We need to get on the road. It’s already after three,” she protested.

      “What’s wrong with taking a little detour?” Before she could argue any more, Aidan crushed his lips against hers, his warm tongue sweeping into her mouth. He snaked one arm around her waist, drawing her against him, but she started to squirm away when he pressed his erection into her. “Don’t make me meet your grandparents with a hard-on.”

      She smirked at him and tried to wiggle out of his embrace. “It’s a long drive. I’m sure you will cool off by then.”

      With a frustrated grunt, Aidan tightened one of his arms around her waist. He then brought his other hand to slip one of her tiny straps off her shoulder, pushing the material down to bare her breast. As he kneaded her flesh, his thumb brushed back and forth across her hardened nipple. When he heard her suck in a breath, he teasingly pinched the bud. It appeared to do the trick because a surge of passion overtook Emma. She brought her lips to Aidan’s while arching herself against him.

      He licked from her chin up to her ear. “I want you so bad, Emma,” he murmured. When he took her chin between his fingers and tilted her head back, Emma stared at him with hooded eyes.

      “Then take me,” she murmured.

      Kissing her again, his hand slid under her dress. Emma moaned into his mouth when his fingers found the heat between her legs. He stroked her over her panties until he could feel her moist desire through the fabric, then he delved his fingers inside her, keeping the same rhythm with his tongue as with his fingers. She tore her lips from his, her breath coming in heavy pants. “Mmm, Aidan…yes, God! Aidan! Yes!” she cried, pinching her eyes shut as he brought her to the brink.

      She whimpered when his fingers slid out of her. His hand then went to jerk her panties down to her knees and he brought Emma’s hand to his crotch. She reached out to fumble with the button and then the zipper on his jeans. Once she freed his erection, she stroked him hard and fast, using the drops of pre come for friction.

      Aidan sucked in a ragged breath and then removed her hand. “That’s enough of that,” he muttered in a strained voice.

      He backed up to the couch, pushing his pants and underwear over his hips. He tugged Emma’s hand, jerking her to him. They collapsed onto the couch with Emma’s heat straddling him. After guiding himself into her, he started moving her hips against him. Frantically, he thrust himself in and out of her as Emma leaned over to kiss him. She didn’t last very long before going over the edge again.

      Even though he was close, Aidan didn’t want to come. Nothing felt as good as being buried deep inside Emma. He kept raising his hips and bringing her down hard on his cock. He threw his head back and closed his eyes as the intense sensations rolled over him. Finally, when he couldn’t stand it any more, he gave in to the release and came flooding into her.
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      As Aidan cradled her to his chest, Emma covered her eyes with her hands and groaned. “What’s the matter?” he asked.

      “I can’t believe I just let you screw my brains out right before I’m going to see my grandparents.”

      Laughter rolled through Aidan. “I’m sorry I’m a horny bastard and couldn’t help myself, but if we’re really honest, it’s more your fault than mine.”

      Emma gasped. “And just how the hell is it my fault?”

      Aidan winked at her. “You just had to look so damn sexy in that dress and those cowboy boots.”

      “You’re impossible,” she huffed. Secretly, she was more than pleased to hear him calling her sexy and not being able to keep his hands off of her. The bigger she got, the less desirable she felt, but then Aidan made her feel as beautiful as the day he’d first propositioned her at O’Malley’s.

      He kissed her neck while running his hands up and down her back. “Damn, I missed you,” he murmured against her throat.

      “Me or the sex?” she asked, repeating her familiar question.

      “After all this time, are we still playing that game?” he growled. “You. I fucking missed you, okay?”

      She pulled away to grin at him. “Oh, Aidan, you’re so romantic. Whisper more sweet words to me!”

      His eyes widened, but then he laughed. “Sorry, guess that wasn’t really romantic, huh?”

      “I appreciate the sentiment. I’ve missed you, too.” She ran her fingers through his hair and smiled. “Even though it brought us together, I really loathe your job sometimes.”

      “Tell me about it,” Aidan grumbled.

      “You think you’re still going to be traveling like this when the baby gets here?”

      “I hope things will calm down by then.” He feathered kisses along her jawline. “They think they can use and abuse me because I’m a bachelor. Maybe if I tell them I’m going to be a father, they’ll go easy on me.”

      Emma stiffened. “You mean you haven’t told anyone in your department about the baby?”

      “Not exactly…I mean, my friends and work buddies know.” He grinned. “Spending time with you has kinda cut into our beer binges down at O’Malley’s, and they’re not very happy about it.”

      A grunt of frustration erupted from Emma’s lips. Jerking herself off Aidan’s lap, she worked at wriggling her panties back up her thighs and readjusting her dress.

      “What’s wrong?”

      “You seriously have to ask that question?”

      He grimaced. “You’re pissed because I haven’t told my boss about the baby.”

      “Of course I am,” she huffed, stalking across the room for her suitcase.

      Aidan rose off the couch and adjusted his pants. “Em, wait, would you listen to me?”

      She whirled around. “Is this when you tell me you’re sorry and that you just didn’t think about mentioning it? That somehow the fact you were going to be a father in less than five months just slipped your mind?”

      He held up his hands defensively. “Look, I really am sorry. It’s been crazy at work the past two months that we’ve been working on being more of a couple. I’ve barely been in the home office a week straight. I promise you I’m not being intentionally deceptive about you or the baby. I swear.”

      When she registered the sincerity in Aidan’s voice, Emma sighed. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have freaked out like that. These stupid hormones make me totally irrational sometimes.”

      “No, you were right to get pissed. It’s not like I’ve gone out of my way to introduce you to my friends or tell them we’re official.”

      Emma felt the electricity in the room shift. Was Aidan really talking about making things more official between them? Did that mean maybe living together? It seemed like a quantum leap considering they hadn’t even spoken the L word yet. It wasn’t because Emma wasn’t deeply in love with Aidan, she was just too afraid of scaring him away. Their entire relationship was such a fragile balloon and she was afraid it would pop at any moment.

      Aidan raised his eyebrows questioningly at her. “So are we okay?”

      She smiled. “We’re fine.”

      “Good, then let’s get the hell out of town!” Aidan said, grabbing Emma’s suitcase.

      She drew in a deep breath and tried to mentally and emotionally prepare herself for what was to come.
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      When Beau saw her coming down the driveway, he started barking and wagging his tail. His head was out the backseat window as she came around the car.

      “Did you miss me sweet boy?” He pressed against the door and gave an appreciative whine. “Aw, I missed you, too!” She shot Aidan a disgusted look over her shoulder. “You shouldn’t have left him in the car this long.”

      “All the windows are down.” He gestured to Beau’s wiggling body. “Look at him. He’s perfectly fine.”

      “I guess so,” Emma murmured, scratching behind Beau’s ears.

      “You spoil him too much,” Aidan mused, tossing her suitcase in the backseat.

      “I do not.”

      “Oh really? Every time I come in the door, he starts looking for you. He couldn’t care less about me now—not to mention, he expects to lie around on the couch and eat my table scraps.”

      She blushed. “Oops.” As soon as she slid across the seat, Beau leaned over the headrest to lick her cheek. “Are you ready to get the city grit out of your fur?” Emma asked, patting the Lab’s head. He wagged his tail and licked her again. “Yep, I think he’s ready.”

      Aidan snorted as he pulled out of the driveway. “Once he sees all those wide open spaces, he may never want to come back.”

      After he took the 75 North exit, they started their pilgrimage out of the city. The urban backdrop melted away into an emerald blur of trees and pastureland. The closer they got to the mountains, the cooler the swirling air around them became.

      A pang of homesickness reverberated through Emma as they drove along the familiar roads. She had spent her whole childhood in the mountains until she had gone to college in Atlanta. There was a very large part of her that longed to move back, especially when it came to raising the baby.

      When they neared her grandparents’ property, she leaned forward in her seat. “Okay, you’re going to turn right at the black mailbox.”

      Aidan turned to her in surprise. “Onto that gravel road?”

      “Yep.”

      After they wound around a couple curves, they came to an open field. Up the hillside was her grandparents’ house and barn, and Aidan turned to her with widened eyes at the sight of the multitude of cars and people milling around. “This is all your family?”

      She nodded. “There are usually about fifty people or more. By the time the barn dance starts tonight, it’ll be around a hundred.” She eyed the skeptical expression on his face. “You sure you’re up to this?”

      “Sure. It’ll be fine as long as no one wants to kick my ass for knocking you up.”

      Emma laughed. “Most of my family is okay with my pregnancy. My grandfather and some of my uncles might give you a hard time though.” She hesitated before dropping a bomb on him. “Um, since we aren’t married, don’t plan on us sharing a bedroom tonight.”

      “Excuse me?”

      Emma grimaced. “My grandparents are very old-fashioned. They won’t condone us sleeping in the same bed if we aren’t married.”

      “Even though you’re pregnant with my child?”

      “Yes.”

      He exhaled noisily. “Good thing I got some before we left. It would have been a long, long weekend.” He laughed when she smacked his arm playfully.

      “Come on. Let’s go face the firing squad,” Emma said with a grin.

      “Fabulous,” Aidan groaned as he climbed out of the car. He let the squirming lab out of the backseat, and he tore ahead of them. In the mountains, they didn’t have to worry about keeping Beau on a leash.

      Delicious aromas filled Emma’s nostrils and her stomach growled. She was so thankful her nausea had passed because she wanted nothing more than some of her grandmother’s Brunswick stew.

      “Is that homemade barbecue I smell?” Aidan asked.

      “Yes, it is. Everything will be homemade, from the apple pie to the moonshine.”

      “Damn, I think I’ve died and gone to heaven—well, not completely at the part about the moonshine.”

      Emma giggled. “Good luck not having my uncles force some homebrew on you. They’ll want you to prove your manhood.”

      Aidan opened his mouth to protest but a woman’s voice cut him off. “Emma!” she shrieked, clapping her hands. Emma didn’t even have to turn to recognize the voice. Just the sound of it echoing around her coated her body with a thick blanket of love. Spinning around, she saw her grandmother striding toward her.

      From her teased silver bouffant hairdo to the worn red and white gingham apron she wore tied firmly over her dress, Grammy never seemed to age or change. She was the one constant beacon in the storm Emma had been able to count on her entire life for love, support, and strength.

      Grammy’s face lit up like a Fourth of July sparkler. “There’s my beautiful baby!” she exclaimed, drawing Emma into her strong embrace. Squeezing her tight, she said, “I’ve missed you so much, darlin’.”

      “I missed you, too, Grammy.”

      She pulled away and smiled. “You’re going to have to start coming up here more than twice a month. Your granddaddy and I get mighty lonesome for you.”

      Emma giggled. “We talk every other day. Do I really need to come up that much more?”

      “Yes, you do. Especially when the baby gets here.” She reached out to gently touch Emma’s swollen belly. “Look how big you’ve gotten.”

      “Tell me about it. None of my clothes fit.”

      “Well, consider yourself lucky you didn’t start showing right off the bat. Your mama had to have maternity clothes the second month she was pregnant with you.”

      Emma smiled at the memory of her mother laughing about how she practically showed from conception.

      “So how are you feeling?” Grammy asked, her brow creasing with worry.

      “Better. Thank God the morning sickness stopped now that I’m out of the first trimester. I’ll get to find out what I’m having next week at my sonogram.”

      Grammy’s beaming face grew even brighter. “Wonderful. Of course, I still say you’re carrying it like a boy.”

      Emma glanced over at Aidan and grinned. “It would make Aidan’s father happy to hear you say that. He’s sworn since the moment I met him that it’s a boy.”

      Grammy turned her intense green eyes on Aidan. “So this incredibly handsome and dashing man you’ve brought with you must be Mr. Fitzgerald.”

      Heat rose in Emma’s cheeks, both at her grandmother’s compliments and the uncertainty of how she should make the introduction. “Yes, this is Aidan. He’s…”

      “The sperm donor?” Grammy questioned.

      Aidan chuckled. “Yes, but in more ways than one.”

      Grammy clutched her stomach and doubled over with laughter. When she recovered, she held out her arms for Aidan. “Well, come here and give me a hug, Mr. Sperm Donor.”

      Emma watched in amazement as Aidan willingly hugged Grammy. She couldn’t believe how effortlessly he already seemed to be interacting with her family, considering how he had freaked out so much when she’d met his nephews and Patrick.

      Patting Aidan’s back, Grammy said, “We’re so very happy to have you here with us for the weekend. I hope you’ll enjoy yourself.”

      He gave her a dazzling smile. “Thank you, ma’am. It’s a pleasure to be here.”

      Grammy wagged a finger at him. “As for fathering Em’s baby, there’s something I need to say about that.”

      Emma chewed her bottom lip and threw a worried glance between her grandmother and Aidan. Her chest tightened in apprehension at what Grammy might say to him. If it was anything like the early phone calls and first visit she’d had with her grandparents about her unmarried pregnancy, Aidan was in for a severe tongue lashing.

      “Yes, ma’am?” Aidan asked pleasantly, but Emma couldn’t help noticing how he flicked Beau’s leash back and forth with nervous energy.

      “Having a child on her own is certainly not what my husband or I wanted for Emma. We’d rather she had found a husband and then had children.” She shook her head sadly. “At one time, she had that, but then life hasn’t exactly been fair to Em. She deserves all the happiness in the world, and I know nothing will make her happier than finally having her dream of motherhood come true.”

      Tears filled Emma’s eyes at the overwhelming love and truth in her grandmother’s words. When she dared to look over at Aidan, he was smiling. “I couldn’t agree with you more, Mrs. Anderson. I’m just very grateful I got to help make Emma’s dreams come true.”

      Grammy cupped Emma’s chin and smiled. “You’re positively glowing, sweetheart. I don’t think I’ve seen that look in your eyes since before your mother passed away.”

      “Oh, thank you,” Emma replied, wiping away a tear.

      Grammy patted Aidan’s arm. “So after all that, I just want to thank you for making Emma so happy and in turn, her family as well.”

      “You’re more than welcome, Mrs. Anderson.”

      “Please call me Virginia.” She then made a tsking noise at the sight of some women carrying pans of food to the barn. “Oh dear, you’re gone for one minute and people take it upon themselves to do everything. I better go make sure dinner isn’t a total disaster!”

      Once she was out of earshot, Aidan exhaled noisily. “Well, that was certainly unexpected.”

      “The warm welcome?”

      Shaking his head, he slipped an arm around Emma’s waist. “No, I didn’t realize I’d be such a hero for knocking you up. Don’t they usually get the shotguns after you in these parts?”

      Emma giggled. “Let’s just say it would be a whole lot different if we were teenagers.” She titled her head to gaze up at him. “Of course, I highly doubt the teenage Aidan would have given me the time of day.”

      “You never know. I would have been very interested in corrupting you and stealing your virtue.”

      Emma nudged him playfully. “Then Granddaddy and my uncles would have shot your most prized possession off.”

      Aidan chuckled. “That would have been a tragedy.”

      “Oh yes, because then you wouldn’t have been able to get me pregnant later on,” she mused.

      He pressed his lips against her ear, causing her to shiver. “Or give you mind-blowing multiple orgasms.”

      “Aidan!” she squealed, shoving him away.

      He laughed at her outrage. “You know I’m right though.”

      A booming voice interrupted them. “Emmie Lou, get on over here and give me a hug!”

      She rolled her eyes but smiled in spite of herself. “While Grammy might have been a piece of cake, Granddaddy is probably going to be a real pain in the ass about all this,” she said to Aidan. She felt him tense a little as he followed her over to where a silver-haired man stood in faded jeans. “Granddaddy, when are you going to learn that I’m a little too old for that nickname?”

      He grinned. “Nonsense. You’ll always be my baby girl, my little Emmie Lou!”

      Emma hugged him tight, closing her eyes in contentment as his familiar scent of peppermint and Old Spice filled her nose. “I’ve missed you.”

      He pushed her shoulders back and cocked a bushy silver eyebrow at her. “It’s been two whole weeks, baby girl! I’s about to send the boys down to the city to check up on you.”

      “I’m sorry, but things have been a little crazy lately.” She noticed her grandfather’s gaze was no longer focused on her. Instead, he stared quizzically at Aidan. “Oh, Granddaddy, I want you to meet someone.” Grabbing Aidan’s hand, she pulled him forward. At the sight of their fingers intertwined, the congenial expression on Granddaddy’s face evaporated and, much to her dismay, was replaced by one of veiled anger. Emma couldn’t help noticing that Aidan’s forehead had broken out in beads of sweat, not from the heat, but from Granddaddy’s intense glare. “This is Aidan Fitzgerald. He’s my baby’s father.” She smiled at Aidan. “And this is my grandfather, Earl.”

      “Nice to meet you, sir,” Aidan said, his voice cracking slightly.

      Earl shifted his chaw of tobacco and eyed Aidan’s hand. He reluctantly pumped it up and down. “Nice meetin’ ya.”

      “Emma!” someone called. When she threw a glance over her shoulder, her cousin Dave waved.

      “One second. I’ll be right back.”
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      Aidan reluctantly let go of Emma’s hand. Frankly, he wanted to be a downright pansy and run after her. The last thing in the world he wanted was to be left with the old man. He shifted uncomfortably on his feet, wiping the sheen of sweat off his face with the back of his hand.

      Earl spit out a stream of tobacco juice. “So you plannin’ on stickin’ around after the baby is born?”

      “Yes, sir.”

      “You gonna help out with raisin’ it?”

      “Well, we haven’t really worked all that out yet.” As Earl’s expression darkened even more, Aidan quickly replied, “But I’m going to try. Honest, I am.”

      Earl’s eyes narrowed. “What about marryin’ her?”

      Aidan felt like he’d been kicked in the balls. He fought to catch his breath. Shit, if I answer this question wrong, this dude is seriously going to kill me. His mouth ran dry and he licked his lips. Is it getting darker out here, or am I about to pass out?

      “Son, you didn’t answer my question. Are you gonna marry my Emmie Lou or not?”

      “Granddaddy!” Emma cried, her eyes wide with horror. Aidan wheezed in relief that he was momentarily off the hook.

      “What darlin’? It’s an honest question.”

      Emma flushed red from her cheeks down to her neck; even her bare shoulders were tinged. “No, it isn’t. Aidan and I are comfortable with the arrangement we have. If we get ready to change anything, we’ll let you know, but until then, we don’t want to feel any pressure, okay?” When her gaze flickered over to Aidan’s to see if he was okay with her answer, he nodded.

      Earl kissed the top of Emma’s head. “Fine, baby girl. I won’t mention it again.” He gave Aidan one last smoldering look of disgust before strolling away.

      “He’s just messing with you,” Emma said. When he didn’t reply, Emma reached over and rubbed his arm. “You aren’t really afraid of him, are you?”

      He glanced back at Earl. Surrounded by four of his grandsons, he sat whittling a stick. The long blade of his knife gleamed in the sunlight, causing Aidan to shudder. “Hell yes I am. I know he seems like your sweet little grandfather, but the man could end me if he wanted, probably with his bare hands—and I’m sure your uncles and cousins wouldn’t mind helping him bury me in a shallow grave.”

      The corners of Emma’s lips turned up. “You aren’t serious.”

      He snorted. “Frankly, I’m a little scared to go to sleep tonight for fear he’ll sneak into my room and whittle my dick off for getting you pregnant.”

      “That would be a tragic loss, now wouldn’t it?”

      “Oh yes, it would.”

      Emma giggled. “It’s not just about me being his only daughter’s child or his baby granddaughter or the typical grandfatherly/fatherly protecting me from the Big Bad Wolf AKA men stealing my virtue.” Her amused expression turned dark. “He’s taking my pregnancy a little harder than Grammy because he’s old-fashioned. Being a deacon at his church, he’s never going to be able to accept that I’m bringing a ‘bastard’, so to speak, into the world.”

      Aidan sucked in a sharp breath and narrowed his eyes. “He actually said that to you?”

      “Not in those exact terms, but yes.”

      “That’s a hell of a way to think about his great-grandchild.”

      “Yeah, well, your father felt the same way. Remember how he wanted to give the baby his name?”

      “That’s true,” Aidan relented.

      The clanging of a bell interrupted them. Aidan whirled around to see Virginia holding an old cowbell. She grinned. “All right everybody! Dinner time!” she shouted, motioning toward the barn.

      “Hungry?” Emma asked.

      “Famished.” He grinned and draped his arm over her shoulder. “I worked up quite an appetite this afternoon.”

      Her mouth dropped open before she elbowed him in the gut. “You’re terrible.”

      “You know you love me,” he teased.

      When she stiffened slightly, he knew he had said the wrong thing. His loaded words had a different connotation than what he’d intended. Quickly, he tried recovering. “I mean, what’s not to love about a foul-mouthed pervert who is always looking for the sexual innuendo in life, right?”

      “Exactly,” she replied with a grin.

      Aidan’s couldn’t stop his jaw from dropping when they reached the barn. The rustic appearance from outside was quite deceiving when it came to the inside. All the stalls had been cleared out to leave one giant room. There were fifteen or twenty round tables set up with folding chairs, and in the center of the room, several guys were tuning their instruments on a small wooden stage that rose from the ground.

      “Pretty cool, huh?” Emma asked.

      “I had no idea you guys took it this serious.”

      “Yep. There’s even a small kitchen in the back, too.” She giggled at what he assumed was his bewildered expressions. “With as much extended family as I have, we needed a place where we can all get together.”

      “Jesus, I don’t think I even know this many people, let along being related to them,” he mused as she steered him toward the food table.

      “Trust me, by the end of the night, they’ll consider you family. I like to think of us as the family in My Big Fat Greek Wedding, except we’re Southern.”

      Aidan wasn’t sure if that was really such a bad thing. Everyone had been so welcoming and friendly to him, even with him technically being the asshole that had knocked Emma up and not married her.

      After fixing teeming plates of barbecue along with mouthwatering sides, Emma led him to an empty table. When he bit into his sandwich, he moaned. “Oh. My. God. This is delicious!”

      Emma smiled. “The sauce is Grammy’s own recipe.”

      “Really? She could seriously bottle and sell it. It’s ten times better than most of the barbecue joints in Atlanta.”

      “You’ll have to tell her that. It’ll make her day.”

      “I’d be happy to.”

      An elderly man shuffled up to the table. “This seat taken, Em?”

      “No, Uncle Pete. We were saving it just for you and Aunt Ella.”

      Pete smiled broadly at Emma before giving her a hug. Aidan couldn’t help reveling in the effect she seemed to have on everyone up here. She was always charming to everyone back in Atlanta, but there was something almost angelic about her up here.

      More people crowded inside the barn and the band started playing. Aidan had just polished off his second plate of barbecue and was debating a third when Earl sauntered up to him. Aidan warily eyed the Mason jar in Earl’s hand that was filled with clear liquid.

      “Ever had any homebrew, city boy?” he asked.

      “Granddaddy, his name is Aidan,” Emma hissed.

      “Excuse me. You ever had any homebrew, Aidan?”

      “No sir, I don’t believe I have.”

      Earl thrust out the Mason jar. “Why don’t you try a little?”

      “Is that a trick question, sir?”

      “Whaddya mean?”

      Aidan sucked in a ragged breath before he spoke. “Well, it’s just Emma told me about you being a very religious man, so I wouldn’t imagine you do a lot of drinking. If I accept, you’ll think me a drunkard who doesn’t deserve to date your granddaughter. On the other hand, if you do enjoy a drink once in a while and I refuse, then you’re going to consider me a sissified city boy. Right?”

      Earl stared Aidan down. Finally, a wide grin broke on his face. He thumped Aidan heartily on the back. “I like your way of thinking.” Without breaking Aidan’s gaze, he brought the Mason jar to his lips and took a long gulp. “A little sip of spirits never hurt anyone.”

      Aidan laughed as he took the moonshine from Earl. The moment the liquid entered his mouth it burned a fiery stream of torment down his throat and into his stomach. With Earl watching him expectantly, he did his best to fight his watering eyes and the urge to choke and hack. “Good stuff,” he replied, mustering the manliest voice he could. He quickly passed the jar back before he could be expected to drink any more.

      With a chuckle, Earl turned to Emma. “Maybe he’s a keeper after all, Emmie Lou.”

      She widened her eyes as Earl walked off. “I can’t believe you’ve managed to win him over, especially so fast. It took Travis ages to not get a death glare 24/7, and we’d known each other our whole lives.”

      Aidan smirked at her. “After everything we’ve been through, I can’t believe you doubted my ability to charm the pants off your grandfather.” He leaned over and whispered in her ear. “Let’s not forget all the times I’ve managed to charm the panties off of you.”

      Playfully, she pushed him back. “You seem to forget the first time you tried to play Marketing McDreamy with me at the Christmas party and I said absolutely not.”

      Aidan chuckled. “That’s the truth. Worst rejection of my life.”

      “I doubt that.”

      “Trust me, babe. It was.”

      She couldn’t hide the surprise on her face. To change the subject, she said, “Would you go get us some dessert?”

      He raised his eyebrows. “Still hungry?”

      She laughed. “Asks the man who ate two plates of barbecue to my one.”

      “All right. I’ll go get you something sweet.”

      She kissed his cheek. “The baby and I thank you for it.”

      “Yeah, yeah. You’re going to milk this pregnancy thing for everything it’s worth, aren’t you?”

      “Damn straight,” she replied.

      Chuckling, he rose out of his chair. “Anything specific you’d like?”

      “Maybe a little sampling of everything?”

      He gave her a mini salute. “Yes, ma’am.”

      After hitting up the desserts in a major way, Aidan started back to the table with two plates filled to the brim. When he got there, Emma held a tiny infant in her arms while chatting up a young couple. “Oh, Aidan, these are my cousins Stacy and Mark.” She glanced down at the baby in her arms and a broad grin stretched on her face. “And this is my namesake, Emma Kate.”

      “You’re kidding.”

      Stacy smiled. “Well, Emma Katherine was our great-grandmother’s name, but I couldn’t imagine a sweeter person to name my baby after than Em.”

      “Neither could I,” Aidan replied, winking at Emma.

      “Come on, hon, we better go get a plate before all the food is gone,” Mark suggested.

      When Stacy reached for the baby, Emma shook her head. “I can watch her while you guys eat.”

      “Really?”

      “Of course. It’ll be good practice.”

      Mark chuckled. “Wow, I don’t think we’ve had a baby-free meal in the six weeks since Emma Kate was born.”

      “Thanks, Em,” Stacy replied.

      Aidan eased down beside Emma as Mark and Stacy walked off. Her appetite seemed to have evaporated with the baby’s appearance, so he started working his way through his plate of sweets as Emma cooed at the baby. “Isn’t she beautiful?” she asked.

      Aidan cut his eyes over to the infant swathed in pink from head to toe. “She’s almost as beautiful as her namesake.”

      Emma laughed. “Aren’t you the charmer?”

      When he had overloaded himself with sugar, he pushed his plate away. Emma leaned over, holding the baby out to him. “Want to take her for a while?”

      “So you can eat?”

      “No, I just thought you might like to be around a little girl for once. You only have younger nephews.”

      Aidan eyed Emma Kate warily. She was so tiny and fragile compared to Mason’s bulk, and he was afraid he might break her somehow. “Seriously, Em, I don’t know anything about little girls.”

      “And we could just as easily be having a girl.” She then handed Emma Kate over to him. Reluctantly, he nestled her in the crook of his arm. Her eyes fluttered open and she stared up at him. Her face began to crumple and she looked like she was going to scream at any minute.

      “Shit! I’ve pissed her off,” Aidan moaned.

      Emma laughed. “No, you haven’t. Just rock her a little and put her pacifier in.”

      Aidan fumbled for the bib where the pacifier was attached. When Emma Kate opened her mouth to cry, he popped it in. Immediately, she started sucking on it and calmed down. He swayed his arms back and forth, and within a few minutes, her eyes grew heavy. When she was asleep, Aidan glanced over at Emma. He couldn’t fight the proud grin that stretched on his face.

      “You’re a natural,” Emma replied.

      “I don’t know about that.”

      Mark and Stacy came back to the table with their food. “Good for you, bud. You know, preparing for the future,” Mark said, motioning to Emma Kate in Aidan’s arms. “I’d barely been around a kid before I had mine.”

      “Well, I’m lucky to have lots of nieces and nephews.” He shifted Emma Kate in his arms. “And from them, I know enough about dirty diapers to be pretty sure she’s soaked through.”

      Mark groaned. “Fabulous.”

      Emma rose out of her chair. “No, no. I’ll go change her.” Aidan happily gave her the baby before glancing down to see if he was wet as well.

      Stacy handed Emma the diaper bag with a grin. “You’re the best, cuz.”

      “No problem.”

      As Aidan watched Emma’s retreating form, a piercing giggle erupted in his ear. “Hey, handsome, I’m Mary. You wanna dance?”

      Aidan turned around to see a girl—a very gorgeous girl, a teenage girl—beaming at him. “Um, I don’t think so.”

      Her ruby red lips puckered in a pout. “Why not?”

      “First of all, I’m here with Emma, and second, I think I’m a little too old for you.”

      “I’m nineteen. Besides, Emma is my cousin. She won’t mind.”

      Aidan fought the urge to reply, Like hell she wouldn’t! Even pregnant, Emma had enough hellcat in her to knock Mary into next Tuesday for flirting with him. With an exasperated sigh, he held his hands up. “Look, it’s really nice of you to ask, but really, I have to say no.”

      Emma picked that moment to come back with the baby. She surveyed the two of them before speaking. “What’s going on?”

      “I wanted to dance with Aidan, and he won’t,” Mary admitted.

      Aidan gritted his teeth. “And I clearly explained to her that I was here with you.”

      “One little dance wouldn’t hurt.” Emma then titled her head up at him, giving him a sickeningly sweet smile. “I don’t mind if you don’t.”

      Oh no, she had not just sold him out to her horny cousin. He knew she must have some motive for doing this. It was some way of getting a dig at him for not making them more of an official couple, to illustrate he was more available or something—that or he was just way too paranoid about her motives.

      “Fine,” he muttered as Mary jerked him by the hand and dragged him to the dance floor. Thankfully, it was an upbeat song, so he wouldn’t be forced to press up against her. He had no idea how to dance like the music called for, and by the look of pure amusement radiating on Emma’s face, he knew he was making a fool of himself. He was going to get her back for this if it was the last thing he ever did.

      When the dance ended, he forced a smile. “Thank you, Mary.”

      “Any time, hot stuff,” she replied, smacking his ass. She gave him a wink before hurrying off to join a gaggle of girls in the corner.

      “What the fuck?” he muttered under his breath.

      “Still up for a dance, stud?” Emma asked.

      “Considering your cousin just mauled my ass, I’m not really feeling it.”

      Emma giggled. “Oh please? I wanna dance with my man.”

      The music turned over from a fast breakdown to a sweet ballad. Aidan reluctantly let Emma wrap her arms around him. “I’m sorry you got molested,” she said, gazing up at him.

      Aidan snorted. “Whatever. I just can’t believe you pawned me out to her like that. I thought there would be a catfight when you saw us talking.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “I’m not that jealous.”

      “Oh really?”

      She grinned. “Besides, when I was changing Emma Kate, I heard some of the girls saying they had bet Mary she wouldn’t have the balls to dance with you. I figured I should let her win big tonight.”

      Aidan threw his head back and chuckled. “I cannot believe they were doing that.”

      “You’re a good-looking older man, why wouldn’t they?” She wrapped her arms tighter around him. “Back in the day, I might have even put a little money on getting to dance with you.”

      His lips nuzzled her neck. “Babe, I’m yours for free, any time, anywhere.”

      “Hmm, I just might have to take you up on that,” she replied.

      After swaying to another slow song, they returned to their seats as the band appeared to be taking break. The lead singer, who Emma had introduced as Dave, took the microphone. “I just want to take a moment while all my friends and family are here to make a big announcement. Yesterday, I asked Laurel, the love of my life, to marry me, and she said yes!” Dave said.

      While the crowd erupted in bellowing cheers and whistles, Aidan felt Emma tense beside him. Although she plastered a beaming smile to her face, he could tell her cousin’s engagement bothered her. It didn’t take much for him to understand why. He knew that even though she was thrilled to be having the baby, she still wanted what Laurel had: love, commitment, and a sparkling diamond on her finger. Aidan wondered if he was the man who could give Emma that or if she was just wasting her time believing he could.

      “Now, I’d like to take a break for a few minutes and dance with my lovely fiancée.” His gaze searched through the crowd until it honed in on their table. “Em, would you come up and do the honors?”

      If Emma had tensed before, she went absolutely rigid at the prospect of singing. “No, no, no! I haven’t sung in so long.”

      “That’s not true. You regaled Mason and me with your vocal stylings just a few months ago,” Aidan argued.

      Emma shot him a death glare. “I think there’s a hell of a lot of difference singing a baby to sleep in the privacy of my own bedroom than in a barn full of people!” she hissed under her breath. She then shook her head at Dave. “Really, I couldn’t.”

      A tall, leggy blonde came bounding up behind them. It didn’t take Aidan long to deduce that this was Laurel. “Oh please, Emma, sing Cowboy Take Me Away. You were singing that the night Dave and I met!”

      Aidan brought his lips closer to Emma’s ear. “Go on. You know you could knock their socks off singing in the shower.”

      She jerked away to stare at him, her mouth a perfect O of surprise. “Really?”

      He nodded.

      “Okay, okay, I’ll do it.”

      Another cheer went through the crowd when Emma rose out of her seat. As she climbed onto the stage, Aidan leaned forward in his chair. He couldn’t wait to actually see her perform.

      Emma’s shaking hand took the microphone off the stand. She cleared her throat a few times before speaking. “I think you all know I haven’t sung professionally in two years, so you have to believe me when I say that only pure and true love could get me on this stage. It’s the love I feel for Dave, who over the years has been like a brother to me, and it’s the love between him and his sweet, beautiful fiancée that makes me able to sing this song for you.” Her gaze went to Dave and Laurel, who were already wrapped in each other’s arms, waiting expectantly on their song. “This one is for you.”

      The twang of the fiddle coupled with two guitars echoed through the barn. Aidan watched as Emma’s nervousness faded away the moment she heard the familiar chords. With complete confidence, she brought the microphone to her lips and began singing. The room filled with people melted away, and for Aidan, there was only the two of them. Pinching his eyes shut, he let her velvety voice wash over him. He didn’t care if the lyrics were about a cowboy sweeping a woman away from the big city into the wide-open spaces of the country; he just focused on the immense pride that filled him at her performance.

      When she finished, applause and cheers roared through the room so loud they stung Aidan’s ears. Emma flushed a deep crimson, but a beaming smile filled her face. She curtsied prettily. “Thank you,” she murmured.

      “Now sing Sweet Dreams, Emmie Lou!” Earl shouted.

      Emma shook her head furiously as she started to put the microphone back on the stand. “No, Granddaddy, I’ve sung enough for one night.”

      Earl stomped his foot on the sawdust floor. “Emma Katherine Harrison, your granddaddy wants to hear some Patsy Cline, so sing Sweet Dreams.”

      Aidan couldn’t help chuckling at the stalemate between Emma and her grandfather. “Uh-oh, Em, he’s calling you by your full name. Better do what the man says,” he called.

      She shot him a murderous look before turning back to her cousins. “I assume you guys remember Sweet Dreams?”

      Dave, who had returned to the stage, held up his hands. “Oh no, this one is all a cappella, little cuz.”

      Pointing a finger at them, Emma said, “I just want you to know I’m going to hurt each and every one of you for this!”

      The boys laughed heartily as they shuffled off the stage. Emma turned back to the crowd and pointed her finger at Aidan. “That goes for you, too.”

      He grinned. “I’ll happily take whatever you want to dish out. Now make your granddaddy happy and sing.”

      When Aidan glanced over at Earl, he nodded and smiled at him. Maybe he was really off the hook…or at least his dick was. He settled back in his chair and focused his attention on Emma.

      The moment Emma began singing the old country song, a hush fell over the barn. If she had been good on Cowboy Take Me Away, she was hitting this one out of the park like a grand slam. Closing her eyes, she belted out the lyrics with such feeling and emotion that Aidan noticed tears sparkling in several people’s eyes.

      Aidan’s enjoyment began to fade when Emma got to the second verse. A haunting, aching quality entered her voice as she sang Patsy’s lyrics about never wearing the ring of her lover and never having him reciprocate her love. His chest tightened at how so much of the song could relate to him and Emma. He wondered if she often had sweet dreams of a life together with him—ones that might never come true.

      Thundering applause jolted him out of his thoughts. Emma had finished singing and now half the room was on its feet cheering for her. She flushed and grinned. “Thank you,” she murmured into the microphone.

      Dave and her other cousins joined Emma back on stage. Each one hugged and kissed her before picking up their instruments. They started up a song as she came back to join him. “So what did you think?” she asked breathlessly.

      “Absolutely amazing.”

      Emma beamed at his compliment. “Really?”

      He nodded. “You were spectacular singing to Mason, but damn…you were like American Idol good up there.”

      She giggled and kissed his cheek. “Thanks.” After eyeing the couples on the dance floor, she turned back to him with a pleading look. “Want to dance again?”

      He groaned. “If we must.”
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      It was after eleven by the time the last guest left. Pleasantly exhausted, Aidan dragged himself up the hillside to the house. After grabbing their suitcases out of the car, he joined Emma as they trailed behind Earl and Virginia. “Now Aidan, you’re going to be sleeping here,” Virginia said, pointing to a bedroom.

      He dropped his suitcase in the doorway, and it didn’t take him long to surmise that his bedroom just happened to be next door to Earl and Virginia’s. It was a nice way for them to keep tabs on him. He smiled back at them. “Looks cozy. Thank you.”

      “Emma, you’re going to be in your mama’s old bedroom.” Earl then looked pointedly at Aidan. “Way down the hallway from us.”

      Aidan turned a laugh into a cough. It was so absurd that he and Emma were in their thirties and being treated like teenagers. “Then I suppose I should say goodnight now,” he said. Wrapping his hands around her waist, he pulled her against him. “Sweet dreams, Emma.”

      “Sweet dreams to you, too, Aidan,” she murmured.

      Dven though he knew Earl wouldn’t like it, he gave Emma a chaste kiss on the lips. She grinned at him before saying goodnight to her grandparents and with a final wave, she went on down the hallway.

      Reluctantly, he went inside and closed his door.
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      Emma felt she was doing something truly illicit when she tiptoed past her grandparents’ bedroom toward Aidan’s. Her trembling hand slowly turned the knob, and she breathed a sigh of relief at finding it unlocked. Slowly, she pushed it open, trying not to let its loud creak echo through the hallway. She lamented the fact that she hadn’t thought to grab the WD40 from under the kitchen sink.

      Emma found Aidan propped up in bed with multicolored paperwork strewn across the handmade quilt and Beau lying next to him. At the sight of her, Aidan’s eyebrows shot up so far they disappeared into his hairline. “What the hell are you doing?” he hissed.

      Holding up a finger, she closed the door behind her before responding. When she turned back around, she grinned. “I wanted to see you.”

      Aidan rolled his eyes. “Jesus, Em, just when I think my dick is safe from your grandfather’s wrath, you sneak in here.”

      She giggled as she made her way over to the bed. “Oh come on. You know he’s not going to do anything like that.”

      “I’m not holding my breath.” His eyes roamed over her practically sheer nightgown. “What do you really want?”

      “Can’t you tell? I want that hot bod of yours…bad!” she teased.

      He grunted. “Don’t torture me by saying things like that.”

      “Actually, I thought you might like to go for a midnight swim.”

      “Really?”

      Emma nodded. “The pond is just below the house.”

      “Is it safe?”

      “Sure, that’s where I learned to swim.” Nudging his knee with her elbow, she said, “Of course, I wasn’t a state swim champion, so what do I know?”

      Aidan shook his head as he threw off the quilt. “There goes that mouth of yours again.”

      Emma giggled. “So I guess that means you’re in?”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m in,” Aidan replied, stepping into his tennis shoes.

      They crept out into the hallway. Aidan stepped on one of the creaky floorboards and they both froze. When Earl didn’t come streaking out into the hallway with his shotgun, they continued tiptoeing on into the living room. Emma grabbed a flashlight out of the table by the door while Aidan unlocked the deadbolt.

      Once they got out onto the porch, they hurried down the steps and onto the gravel path that wound behind the house. They barely needed the flashlight with the glowing full moon illuminating the way. When they reached the long dock, they were both winded.

      Aidan bent over, propping his elbows on his knees. Once he had caught his breath, he raised his head and took in the surroundings. “Damn, it’s beautiful out here.”

      “This whole area is like the most magical place in the world,” Emma replied breathlessly. Stepping closer to him, she gave him her best coy smile. “You know I haven’t been skinny dipping with a boy in a long, long time.”

      He grinned. “Have you not?”

      Emma shook her head. She brought her nightgown over her head, leaving her completely naked in the moonlight.

      A pained noise erupted from Aidan’s throat. “Fuck, this whole time you weren’t wearing any underwear?”

      “Nope.”

      “Then I should have ravished you right there in the bedroom.”

      She giggled as Aidan proceeded to tear off his shirt and boxers at record speed. When he reached for her, she backed away. “I said skinny dipping, not defiling my grandparents’ pond by having sex.”

      His hands swept to his naked hips, drawing her attention to his erection. “Did you really think I hauled my ass out here just for a midnight swim?”

      “I don’t know what you might have thought, but that’s not what is happening.”

      “Yeah, we’ll just see about that one.”

      “Guess you’ll have to catch me first,” she teased before diving off the dock.

      As she plunged into the depths, the icy water pricked over her body like tiny needles. She’d had no idea it would be so cold this late in the summer—it was usually like tepid bath water.

      When Emma broke the surface, she fought the chattering of her teeth and whirled around at the sound of splashing behind her. Even in the dim light, she could see the gleam in Aidan’s eyes. “I do believe I’m going to catch you.” She giggled as he closed the gap between them in two fluid breaststrokes.

      Instead of fighting him, she gleefully let Aidan pull her against his chest. “Gotcha!” he said.

      She poked her lip out. “Not a fair fight, considering I’m pregnant and you’re a good swimmer.”

      “True, very true. What kind of man would I be to take advantage of my baby mama? I’ll behave now, and we’ll have a nice swim.”

      She arched her eyebrows in surprise. “Seriously?”

      He gave her a wolfish grin. “Well, there’s also the fact that this cold water is doing nothing for my hard-on.”

      “Then I guess after our swim, we’ll just have to make it to land for any action.”
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      Later, as they remained intertwined on the sandy shoreline, a tangle of arms and legs, Aidan’s brows furrowed. “What’s wrong?” Emma asked.

      “I’m just surprised you haven’t blown my horndog ass to the curb yet.”

      “Huh?”

      “You know, the constant sex stuff. I would have thought you wouldn’t be up for it, being pregnant and all.”

      Emma burst out laughing, both at his statement and the serious expression on his face. She rubbed the stubble on his chin. “So I guess this is when I know you didn’t read the pregnancy book I gave you.”

      Aidan grunted. “Yeah, the moment I pulled that one out on a plane or in public, someone would have come to take away my balls and revoke my man status.”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Reading a pregnancy book would not emasculate you in the least bit. Besides, you could have bought it for your iPad.” At his doubtful look, she tweaked his nose with her fingers. “If you had read it, you would have known that a woman’s sex drive often increases during pregnancy so much that husbands and boyfriends just can’t keep up.”

      “You’re shitting me?” he asked, his dark blue eyes wide.

      “Nope. I’m not.”

      Aidan grinned. “That’s fanfuckingtastic.”

      Emma laughed. “Yeah, and who knows what else might be lurking under the cover of that book. I suggest you read it.”

      “Fine. I will.”

      Inwardly, she did a victory dance, even though she’d had to be a little deceptive to get him to read about pregnancy. The more he knew and understood about the coming months, the better. At times, pregnancy wasn’t entirely attractive, and she wanted him to be prepared.

      Aidan pulled himself off of her and got to his feet. Emma stayed motionless, admiring his naked form in the moonlight. He turned back to her and offered her his hand. All inappropriate thoughts of him vanished at his gentlemanly behavior. When he helped her up, she gave him a chaste kiss on the lips in thanks.

      “Damn, I wish we had thought about a towel,” Aidan said.

      Emma grinned. “Ask and you shall receive.” She walked over to the edge of the dock where a worn wooden box the size of a steamer truck sat. It was something Granddaddy had made a long time ago for his grandchildren to house their swimming gear. She pulled out two checkered picnic blankets. “Not exactly towels, and they’re a little musty, but they’ll do the trick.”

      Aidan took one from her appreciatively. “Sounds good to me.”

      As he dried off, Emma wrapped herself in the faded blanket. When she shivered, he reached over and started rubbing her arms to warm her. “Ready to go back inside?”

      “Let’s stay out here a while.”

      “Are you serious?”

      Emma nodded and motioned toward a hammock drawn between two massive oak trees. “It’s a beautiful night, and we can do some stargazing.”

      Aidan snorted. “Stargazing in a hammock? That sounds like a bad romance novel cliché.”

      “Oh, I didn’t realize you enjoyed reading bodice-ripper novels with their throbbing, pulsing members.”

      “Ha, ha,” he replied, playfully smacking her ass.

      After Emma threw on her gown and Aidan put on his boxers, she took his hand and led him over to the hammock. After she lay down, she pulled him down beside her. Once she wrapped her arms around him, she titled her head up. “So is this really so bad?”

      He grinned. “Nope. It’s quite nice, actually.”

      “Good. I’m glad you think so.”

      “I can’t believe how much brighter the stars are once you get out of the city. Being up in the mountains makes you feel like you could reach out and touch them,” Aidan mused.

      “Everything is more beautiful out here.”

      “Do I detect a hint of homesickness in your voice?”

      Stalling, Emma’s gaze followed a droplet of water as it trailed down Aidan’s bare chest. “Em?” he prompted.

      She sighed. “Sometimes I think I’d really like to move back up here—especially to raise the baby.”

      Aidan tensed beneath her. “Are you serious?”

      “This is where I grew up, the place I hold most dear in the world. All my family is here. If something happened to me or with the baby and I needed her, Grammy’s almost an hour away.”

      “Are you trying to say you feel alone back in Atlanta?”

      “Well, no, I mean, Casey has always been there…and you’re there.”

      Aidan grunted. “Wow, I rate after Casey, huh?”

      “I didn’t mean it like that.” She raised her head to meet his intense gaze. “You know how much you mean to me, and how much I…care for you.”

      Relief filled her when Aidan’s expression lightened. “But I don’t know anything about babies, nor am I a certainty, right?”

      “Exactly.” She then held her breath, waiting for him to say she had nothing to worry about in the certainty department. That he wanted even more with her. That he would be there always, in the middle of the night if the baby got sick and she was scared to death or if she was exhausted from a long day at work and needed a few minutes to decompress.

      “If you’re worried about being all alone, you’ve got my dad, my sisters, and Megan. I promise you’ll have a support system in them.”

      “That’s good to know,” she murmured, fighting the tears. Her chest clenched in agony at Aidan’s response. He didn’t mention anything about being more of an official couple or him being there for her, so how could she truly count on him? Instead, he had skirted responsibility and commitment once again. When was she going to learn? More importantly, when was she going to give up on him?
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      The sharp jolt of the hammock’s sway woke Emma up. Fluttering her eyelids, she looked up at the sky. Early morning sunlight streaked across it, making it a swirling mixture of blues, pinks, and oranges. Somehow she and Aidan had managed to fall asleep under the stars. At the sound of someone clearing his throat, Emma tried scrambling out of the hammock, but Aidan wrapped his arms tighter around her. “Where do you think you’re going?” he asked sleepily.

      Emma swept her gaze from Aidan over to where Granddaddy stood, arms folded over his chest. “We have company,” she whispered.

      Aidan’s blue eyes flew open and a look of horror crossed his face when his drowsy eyes focused on Earl. He immediately jerked away from Emma and held up his hands in mock surrender. “I’m really sorry about this, sir. I never meant to go against your wishes by sleeping with Emma under your roof,” he said, sounding more like a pleading teenager than a man.

      Earl peered around the woods and then up at the sky. “Don’t quite look like you’re under my roof, does it?” he asked, the corners of his lips turning up.

      Emma exchanged a glance with Aidan. Was her grandfather really going to let them off the hook so easily? “I’m sorry, Granddaddy.”

      Earl shrugged. “Guess there ain’t much I can say about it. You’re both grown adults. What you do is your business, even if I don’t agree with it.”

      “But I still don’t want you to be disappointed in me,” she replied.

      “I could never be disappointed in you, Emmie Lou.” He patted her leg. “I love ya too much, even when you drag a poor feller out of his bed to go skinny dipping.”

      Emma’s hand flew to her mouth as Aidan burst out laughing. “But how…?”

      “That don’t matter. I’s not comin’ out here to give you two a hard time. Your grandmother just wanted me to tell the two of you that breakfast is ready. Then we’re going to church.” He gave them a knowing look. “All of us.”

      After Earl shuffled off, Aidan threw his arm over his eyes. “I cannot believe he caught us.”

      She giggled. “I can’t believe you’re complaining about that over having to go to church.”

      “Trust me, I’m not thrilled by the prospect, but I’ll go, especially if it makes him and Grammy happy.”

      “It will.”

      “Then come on. Let’s go get ready to be holy.”
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      Aidan fought his suspension of disbelief as he sat in the backseat of a car bound for Earl and Virginia’s church. The last time he had been to Mass was Mason’s baptism, and he couldn’t remember a time before that. So much for keeping the promise he made to his mother about attending once a week. At least she would be proud he was getting some kind of moral guidance.

      Sitting beside him, Emma remained quiet. Aidan cut his gaze over to her. She looked beautiful in an ice blue dress that was far less daring than the sundress she had worn the day before. With her hands folded in her lap, she appeared demure and innocent—except for the swell of her stomach. Before he could stop himself, he reached out and took her hand in his.

      A smile curved on her lips before she turned to look at him. “You sure you’re okay with this?” she whispered.

      “Fine.”

      As they pulled into the crowded parking lot, Emma shook her head. “Famous last words.”

      He didn’t get a chance to question her. Instead, they were ambushed the moment they got out of the car. Emma coming back home to the mountains and to church seemed to give her an almost celebrity status. It took him totally off guard.

      Women were oohing and aahing over her while she was given countless hugs. Hands were thrust at him and introductions made. He gathered she hadn’t brought a man, boyfriend, or male piece of flesh with her to church since Travis.

      Finally, the throng of people cleared and they were able to walk into the building. “So,” he said, opening the door for her.

      She grimaced. “So?”

      “Can I get your autograph later?” he teased.

      Emma giggled. “You’re so bad.”

      “I didn’t realize I was dating the town sweetheart.”

      “Sorry. I forgot to mention it,” she grumbled.

      “Next you’ll tell me you were homecoming queen or something.”

      When she pinched her lips tight, he widened his eyes. “Seriously?”

      She nodded. “But it was a really small high school.”

      Aidan draped his arm over her shoulder. “What else have you been holding out on me, queenie?”

      “Emma? Is that you?”

      Aidan felt her tense beside him. He surveyed the attractive, well-dressed woman who appeared to be in her fifties. Her beaming smile faded when her eyes homed in on Emma’s swollen belly. An expression of agony flickered across her face, and Aidan thought she might burst into tears.

      “Hello, Jane. It’s good to see you again,” Emma said pleasantly.

      Jane momentarily recovered, dragging her gaze from Emma’s stomach and back up to them. Without hesitation, she drew Emma into her arms. “You’re absolutely glowing, sweetheart. I’m very proud and happy for you. I’m so glad your dreams of motherhood are finally coming true.”

      Emma’s body trembled in Jane’s embrace, and a sob rolled through her. Aidan fought the urge to drag her away from this woman who was obviously causing her so much pain. He cleared his throat. “I’m Aidan Fitzgerald. It’s nice to meet you,” he said, thrusting out his hand.

      Jane warily eyed it over Emma’s shoulder before slowly pulling away. “Where are my manners? It’s nice to meet you, Aidan. I’m Jane Lewis.” She took his hand in hers. “Congratulations on the baby. I’m so very, very fond of Emma.” Her chin trembled. “She was once going to be my daughter-in-law.”

      Aidan’s chest constricted. Jane was Travis’s mother. Now it all made sense. Seeing Emma pregnant only made her think of Travis’s child that would never be. He squeezed her hand. “I’ve heard lots about your son, ma’am. I’m very sorry for your loss.”

      She smiled. “Thank you. I appreciate that.” She released his hand and stepped back. “Now you take good care of our Emma, okay?”

      “Yes ma’am,” he said—although the moment the words left his lips, he waited to be struck down. It wasn’t as if he was lying in the house of God; it was just that he didn’t know if he could ever live up to the expectations Jane and everyone else in the church and in town might have for him where Emma was concerned.

      Jane gave Emma a final hug before joining her husband. As Emma wiped the tears from her eyes, Aidan exhaled noisily.

      Emma gave him a sheepish grin. “Sorry about that. I should have warned you we might see them.”

      “No, it’s okay. It was just intense. At first I thought she was just some holy roller pissed off that you were unmarried and pregnant, but then when I found out who she was…” He shuddered. “Please tell me Travis wasn’t an only child,” he said as they eased onto their bench.

      “No, he had two sisters.”

      “But her only son.”

      Emma nodded.

      “Damn.” Aidan’s eyes widened when he realized he had just cursed in church. “Sorry,” he mumbled under his breath. He glanced over at Virginia to see if she had heard him, but luckily, she was chatting up one of her friends.

      Then the service got underway. Aidan listened appreciatively as Emma belted out the hymns. His mind began to wander during the sermon, and he was never more thankful than when church ended.

      When he shot out of his seat, Emma laughed. “Guess you’ve had your fill, huh?”

      “You could say that.”

      Earl came up behind them and thumped Aidan on the shoulder. “Come on, son, I’d like to introduce you to a few people.”

      Aidan reluctantly nodded. He wasn’t quite sure he wanted to hear the introductions Earl might make for him. After all, he was just Emma’s boyfriend…or the sperm donor…or the asshole that’d knocked up the sweet angel of the community.

      Surprisingly, everyone was very friendly and welcoming. Of course, one guy continued staring daggers at him, and Aidan wasn’t too surprised to learn it was Steve—another blast from Emma’s past. Even though he had a beautiful wife beside him, Aidan could tell Steve was very protective of Emma.

      He was never more thankful than when Earl ushered him out the door and into the yard. After Earl finished introducing him to just about everyone outside as well, Aidan craned his neck through the crowd, looking for Emma. A hand patted his arm and he glanced down to see Virginia. His expression must have spoken volumes because she pointed over his shoulder. Turning his head, he saw Emma standing at the far side of the church cemetery. He then nodded at Virginia, and she gave him an encouraging smile.

      Drawing in a deep breath, he started weaving his way through the maze of tombstones of different shapes and colors. Finally, he reached Emma. She stood stoic and silent in front of a pink granite monument that read “Harrison”. Underneath it were the names Noah and Katherine, along with their birth and death dates. A large silk flower arrangement sat at the base of the monument.

      “Em,” he said softly, putting his arm around her waist.

      Tilting her head, she gave him a sad smile. “I’m fine. Really. I always come out here when I visit.”

      Aidan gazed at Emma’s father’s death date. “Your mom never remarried?”

      “For a little while. It was about five years after my dad died. I was in middle school then. It only lasted a couple of years. It wasn’t that Paul was a bad guy or anything—I still talk to him from time to time—Mama just said there wasn’t anyone in the world for her but my dad.”

      Aidan nodded. “Sounds like Pop.”

      They stood in silence for a few moments, the wind rippling their hair and clothes. Aidan’s heartbeat accelerated when Emma reached out and took his hand in hers. “I don’t remember much about my father, but I know my mother would have loved you,” she whispered.

      He squeezed her hand. “I’m glad to hear that. Considering how much Pop adores you, there should be no doubt as to how my mother would feel.”

      Emma smiled at him. “It’s good our baby will have lots of guardian angels to watch over him or her.”

      Thinking of his mother made Aidan’s throat close up. He could barely croak, “Yes, it is.”

      “Come on. We better get back. Grammy’s got a feast waiting on us at the house.”

      Aidan bobbed his head and let Emma lead him back across the cemetery.
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      After saying their goodbyes, they all piled into the car to head back to Earl and Virginia’s. The moment they entered the house, the wonderful aroma of a roast wafted back to Emma. Grammy had risen early to prepare not only breakfast, but lunch as well. Even after the insanely large breakfast she had devoured, Emma’s stomach still rumbled. Inhaling sharply, Aidan moaned in appreciation. “God, that smells like heaven.”

      Grammy smiled at him. “Thank you, son.” She then wagged a finger at Emma. “You’re going to have to start cooking more for your man.”

      While it was silly, Emma still felt her cheeks flushing at the mention of Aidan being her man. He raised his eyebrows. “You mean you know how to cook like that?” he said, jerking his thumb toward the kitchen.

      She giggled. “Of course I do.” She nodded her head at Grammy. “I had the best culinary teacher anyone could have.”

      “Hmm, I’m in for a treat then.”

      “Yeah, don’t hold your breath on that one. Between work and the pregnancy exhaustion, I don’t have a lot of time or energy for cooking.”

      Grammy tsked as she wrapped her red gingham apron around her waist. “You better start making time, sweet girl. After all, the way to a man’s heart is through his stomach.” She then winked at Aidan before heading into the kitchen.

      When Aidan snickered at Grammy’s admonishment, Emma nudged him in the stomach with her elbow. “Don’t make me tell her the way to your heart is through your dick,” she whispered.

      Aidan’s eyes widened and he made a strangled noise. He glanced left and right before hissing, “I cannot believe you just said dick in your grandparent’s house.”

      Emma laughed. “And I love how you’re not even trying to argue that it isn’t the truth!”

      He scowled before easing down into one of the dining room chairs. On her way into the kitchen to help Grammy, she ruffled his hair playfully. He glanced at her over his shoulder and grinned.

      Two of her uncles sauntered in with their wives and families, filling the massive antique table to its capacity. Emma edged Mary out of the way before she could plop down next to Aidan. Even though she had won the bet, Mary seemed hell bent on continuing to see how far she could get with Aidan, and Emma was happy to draw the line. Mary scowled at her before stalking down to the “kids” table.

      At the scuffle between the two, Aidan chuckled. Emma responded by rolling her eyes. “Wipe that sexy little smirk off your face or you’ll keep encouraging her.”

      “Nothing wrong with her stopping by to say hello.”

      “Oh really? Last night you didn’t seem too taken with her attention.”

      “And last night, you were encouraging her, not me.” Leaning over, he nuzzled her neck before she shoved him away. “Besides, I’m still not taken with her. It’s just hilarious seeing you get your panties in a twist over a fawning nineteen-year-old girl.”

      “My panties are not in a twist,” Emma huffed, smacking her linen napkin down in her lap.

      He took her hand in his and brought it to his lips. Kissing her knuckles, he gave her his best puppy dog expression. “You know you’re the only one I want, right?”

      Emma struggled to breathe. Even though he was joking around with her, his words hit straight home. “Yes, I know.”

      Her heart melted when he winked at her then they were interrupted by Earl taking his seat at the head of the table. “All right everyone. Let’s return thanks.”

      After Granddaddy gave the blessing, they started passing the bowls and plates of food around. Filling hers to the brim, Emma let the familiar cuisine melt on her tongue. Glancing over at Aidan, he seemed to be enjoying the meal and conversation just as much as she was. For a moment, she tried to imagine what it would be like if this were every Sunday. Even if she didn’t move back to the mountains, it was comforting to think of Aidan being by her side for future Sunday dinners or family events; she just didn’t know if that was getting her hopes up too high.

      When the main course and dessert were finished, Grammy and her aunts started gathering up some of the dishes. Emma rose out of her chair. “Here, I’ll help you clean up,” she said.

      “Thanks, honey,” Virginia replied.

      While the rest of the men started vacating the table to duck out of cleanup duty, Earl nodded at Aidan. “Come on out on the porch with me and the boys, son,” he suggested.

      “Are you sure?” he asked.

      Earl nodded. “We can leave the women folk to the dishes while you tell me a little more about yourself.”

      Emma couldn’t fight the smile spreading across her cheeks. She knew if Granddaddy wanted to know more about Aidan, then he had really made an impression. At his momentary hesitation, she gave him a gentle nudge. Aidan finally put one foot in front of the other to follow Granddaddy outside.

      Once the dishes were done and the kitchen cleaned, Emma hurried to check on Aidan. She skidded to a stop at the sight of him lounging in the porch swing with a pocketknife in one hand and a piece of wood in the other. Her mouth gaped open. Before she could ask what the hell a city boy like himself was doing whittling, he grinned. “Your granddaddy is teaching me.”

      She laughed. “I see.” She gestured to the gleaming knife. “Just be careful, okay?”

      “Aw, he’ll be fine. He’s not quite the sissified city boy I originally thought he was,” Earl replied.

      “High praise indeed,” Emma mused, easing down next to Aidan. In a hushed voice, she murmured, “Don’t even think about taking up chewing tobacco to impress Granddaddy. I won’t let you anywhere near my mouth with a chaw of nastiness.”

      He chuckled. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      As the afternoon wore on, Aidan put aside his whittling and wrapped her in his arms. A happy sigh escaped her lips as she snuggled against his chest. She tried ignoring the flashback that assaulted her of sitting the same way with Travis after Sunday lunch many years before.

      While Grammy filled her in on some of the local gossip she had missed in the last two weeks, Emma watched as Aidan’s eyes grew heavy. It wasn’t long before the heave and sigh of the porch swing caused him to nod off. She kissed his cheek and rose out of his embrace. There was somewhere she wanted to return to before they had to leave.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            30

          

        

      

    

    
      Aidan woke up to Beau’s tongue slurping across his face. Rubbing his eyes, he peered around the front porch. The rest of Emma’s extended family had left and only Virginia sat in one of the rockers, working on a quilt for the baby while Earl read a newspaper. Aidan fought the urge to shake himself at how he felt like he was in a scene straight out of a Norman Rockwell painting.

      “Well, hello there, sleepyhead. Decide to finally wake up?” Virginia asked.

      “Yes, ma’am. I apologize for nodding off.”

      She waved her hand dismissively at him. “Why, naps are the best parts of lazy Sunday afternoons.”

      Aidan gazed around the porch. “Where’s Emma?”

      “Down at the dock.”

      He nodded and motioned for Beau. After pounding down the porch steps, he followed the winding path around the house to the pond. When he got to the shoreline, he paused.

      Emma sat on the end of the dock, dangling her legs over the edge. Her sundress was hiked up to her thighs and she swirled her feet and calves around in the water. She leaned back with one hand while the other rubbed wide circles around her belly. A serene smile curved on her lips.

      The mere sight of her sent a stabbing pain ripping through his chest, a pang of true and pure emotion. In that single instant, it was like the earth shifted on its axis, and every molecule in his body shuddered to a stop.

      He was in love.

      A suffocating panic crippled him, causing his lungs to burn. He had never felt like this before. Not even what he’d had with Amy could compare. The feelings flickering within him the last few months had grown from a tiny ember into a raging fire, and now that inferno of emotions threatened to consume him.

      He loved Emma.

      Fuck. He absolutely and completely loved her with every fiber of his being, and that very fact scared the hell out of him.

      Aidan raked a trembling hand through his hair. God, how had he let this happen? They had just been having fun, spending time together, enjoying each other’s company, and having great sex—really great. He had done it dozens of other times with assorted women, but had never gotten to this level of emotion for them. He always ended it way before that could happen.

      His foolish offer to give Emma more had ended up taking more from him than he could have ever bargained for. It felt like he was submerged in an undertow of his feelings and was drowning hard and fast.

      He needed desperately to get away from her. If he could just put some distance between them, then his feelings could change. He might be able to go back to the way he had felt about her the weeks before or even the day before. In reality, he knew the depth of his lie. Every time he had been away on business, he had missed her—sometimes even ached for her in his heart, not his dick.

      In the end, maybe it didn’t matter if he loved her. He could not imagine giving up the entirety of his life to be all she would need. To be choked by the responsibility of being a husband and father…fuck no.

      Aidan started to back away, but a twig snapped beneath his feet, causing Emma to turn her head.

      “Hey,” she called.

      Beau raced past him and down the dock. He splashed into the water, sending a small wave crashing over Emma. “Beau, you stinker!” she shouted.

      Aidan forced himself forward and Emma smiled at him as he approached. “Sorry I left you in the swing. I wanted to come down here before we had to leave, and you were sleeping so peacefully I didn’t want to wake you—especially since I dragged you out of bed last night.”

      “It’s okay.” He glanced down at his watch. “We probably need to be heading back.”

      Emma nodded and swung her legs out of the water. After she pulled herself to her feet, she gasped.

      “What’s wrong?” She stood frozen, her hand pressed against her stomach. Aidan took a step forward. “Em?”

      She grabbed his hand and placed it where hers had just been. “Feel that?”

      Aidan almost jerked away at the slight vibrations beneath his fingertips. His heart shuddered to a stop before restarting. The baby—his baby—was moving. “Yes,” he croaked.

      Emma beamed up at him. “It’s amazing, isn’t it?” He was too overwhelmed to speak, so he bobbed his head. “I’ve never felt it move before. I’m so glad you were here with me when it happened.”

      “Me too.”

      When the movement stopped, Emma wrapped her arms around Aidan’s neck. “I can never thank you enough for giving me this wonderful gift of life. You’ve made me the happiest woman in the world, and I love you for it.” He widened his eyes at her words while she leaned in and kissed him. “I love you, Aidan,” she murmured against his lips.

      Part of him wanted to be honest with her—and himself—and openly admit that he loved her, but the hardened part of him refused to let go and give her those three simple words. He pulled away from her kiss. “Em, I…”

      Although hurt radiated in her eyes, Emma gave him a shy smile. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say it back. I just wanted to tell you how I felt.” She took his hand in hers. “Come on, we better get going.” He let her tug him along the dock and back up the hillside.
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      The shrill beeping of the alarm jolted Emma awake. Knowing what a deep sleeper Aidan was, she rolled over, shaking him gently. “Babe, the alarm.”

      He grunted before smacking his hand on the clock repeatedly until it finally went off.

      When Aidan fell back over in bed, Emma fought the urge to run her hands down his bare chest. He was always so handsome in the mornings—his face so rugged, his sandy hair disheveled. Instead, she snuggled against his side. When she draped her leg over his thigh, he stiffened. “You can have the shower first,” he mumbled.

      “You could always join me,” she suggested.

      “No, go ahead,” he said, pulling away from her. “I wanna sleep in a little longer.”

      Stung by his words and actions, Emma jerked back. Salty tears streaked down her cheeks as she made her way into the bathroom. He had been so different, so distant since they had come back from the mountains. He had been working later and later hours the last week at the office. By the time he got home at night, she was already in bed or asleep. He hadn’t touched her intimately since they had made love on the pond’s shore at her grandparents’.

      Leaning against the shower wall, fear crippled her. Had committing the carnal mistake of telling Aidan she loved him driven him away? What happened now? Did she just pretend she had never uttered it and hope things would return to normal, or did she push things even further by demanding to know what his intentions were?

      After spending the entirety of her shower crying, Emma tried to pull herself together to get ready for work. Throwing on her robe, she stepped out of the bathroom and saw that Aidan still hadn’t stirred from the bed. Maybe she was making something out of nothing, and he was truly just tired.

      She eased down on the mattress and rubbed his bare back. “Wake up, sleepyhead, or you’ll be late for work.”

      He grunted as he rolled over to face her. “Fucking job from hell.”

      “You haven’t forgotten what today is, have you?”

      “No, it’s the baby’s gender sonogram.”

      Emma smiled that he remembered. “It’s at four. You’ll still be able to make it, right?”

      He fisted the sleep out of his eyes. “Sure. I had Marilyn cancel all my afternoon appointments.”

      Leaning over, Emma gave him a quick kiss. “I’m glad to hear that.” A contented sigh escaped her lips. “I can’t wait to see if your dad and Grammy are right about it being a boy.”

      “Yeah, that’ll be something,” he said, his voice devoid of emotion. From his tone, she might as well have been discussing if it was going to rain outside, not what the gender of his firstborn child would be. Instinctively, her hand went to her abdomen, as if to protect the baby from Aidan’s callous attitude. When he swept his gaze to hers, she ducked her head so he couldn’t read the hurt in her eyes.

      “So I’ll see you this afternoon,” he said, flinging the sheet back.

      Unable to speak for fear of sobbing, she merely nodded.

      Without another word to her or a goodbye kiss, he hopped out of bed and stalked into the bathroom.
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      When Aidan glanced at himself in the bathroom mirror, he shook his head in disgust. “Yeah, that’s right, drive the stake into her heart even deeper, you fucking asshole,” he muttered under his breath.

      Defeated, he turned on the shower. Standing under the scorching water, he let it pound and singe his skin. He rolled his shoulders from the burden that hung heavy around him, the one he had felt cloaked and suffocated by since the day on the dock. Damn that day—the one that had completely fucked up his life. At times, his lips burned from Emma’s declaration of love against his mouth after their kiss. Even his fingers tingled, and he could almost feel the baby’s movement under them.

      Love like he had never known had entered him that day, and instead of embracing it, he kept railing against it.

      Closing his eyes, all he could see was Emma’s rejected form in the bedroom, the silent sobs she tried to hide from him. Would it really have killed him to show her a little more attention and kindness on today of all days? He groaned and banged his head against the shower wall. No, he’d gone full-on bastard by refusing her advances and acting like a total douchebag about the ultrasound.

      Damn, he was exhausted. The constant traveling and the late hours were wrecking him physically, then everything with Emma was tearing him apart emotionally. He couldn’t sleep without taking something, and he usually had to chase that with alcohol to even get it to work. The more he was in Emma’s presence, the more he felt like he was drowning. Like a true coward, he tried avoiding her as much as possible. Some nights he debated sleeping on the couch in his office.

      He didn’t know what he was going to do, but something had to give.
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      For the rest of the day, Emma felt overcome with giddiness; she refused to let Aidan’s morning attitude ruin her excitement. Casey lifted her spirits by taking her out for a pre-celebratory lunch. Then at a little after four, she pushed through the doors of her OB/GYN’s office and tried to fight her out-of-control nerves.

      When she started to sign in, the receptionist gave her an apologetic smile. “It’s probably going to be a while. Our technician got held up at the Sandy Springs office.”

      Emma’s heart momentarily sank. “You’re kidding. You mean I’m going to have to wait even longer? I’m already about to bust!”

      “I can only imagine! She’s trying to get over here as fast as she can.”

      Emma grinned. “I understand. I’m just glad I can find out now. I don’t know how women waited nine months in the past.”

      The receptionist laughed. “I know, right? I promise we’ll call you back the minute she walks through the door.”

      “Thanks.” Emma then plopped down in one of the comfy chairs and took her iPad out of her purse, figuring she might as well read until Aidan or the technician showed up. She got so lost in her romance novel she barely realized her phone was ringing. Grabbing for it, she saw it was Aidan calling. “Hey, where are you?”

      When he spoke, his voice was hushed, and she knew he must’ve been in a meeting or right outside of one. “The fucking CEO showed up out of nowhere two hours ago wanting to go over all the reports we’ve been working on. I don’t know if I’m going to be able to make it.”

      “It’s okay. The sonogram technician is running late from one of their other offices. Just try to come whenever you can, okay?”

      “Okay. I’ll try.”

      “Love you,” she said.

      The only response she got was the click of the line going dead. At first, she tried reasoning with herself that he had to go because of his job, but arguing with herself didn’t help. She fought the overwhelming urge to burst out in tears. Not only was she facing the sonogram alone, but Aidan hadn’t even bothered to say goodbye and still refused to say he loved her back.

      Digging a tissue out of her purse to dab her moist eyes, she glanced up at the commotion coming in the doctor’s office door. “At least let me go in first and see if it’s okay,” a familiar voice said.

      A man snorted in response. “Screw that. Big Papa can just kiss my ass if he doesn’t want me here.”

      Emma’s heart surged at the sound of Casey and Connor bickering. At the sight of her, they shut up. “Hey, what are you two doing here?”

      Connor gazed around the practically empty waiting room. “I think the better question is where’s Big Papa?”

      Emma rolled her eyes. “Would you stop calling him that? And he got stuck in a meeting.”

      “Oh,” Casey murmured.

      They were interrupted by a nurse poking her head into the waiting room. “Ms. Harrison? We’re ready for you now.”

      “Oh, okay, thanks,” Emma replied, popping out of her seat. She had hoped for a longer delay to give Aidan more time, but it didn’t look like she was in luck.

      Out of the corner of her eye, Emma saw Casey throw a hesitant glance at Connor before she stepped forward. “Want us to come back with you?”

      Emma nodded. “I’d love that.”

      Casey beamed   while Connor cleared his throat. “We’ll just stay until Big Papa—erm, I mean, Aidan gets here. Then we’ll let you guys have your moment.”

      His sincerity and thoughtfulness touched Emma, and she reached out and ruffled his hair—a sign of her affection since their teenage days. She smiled. “Thanks.”

      The nurse held the door open for them. When they stopped in front of a set of scales, Emma groaned. “Do we really have to do this part?”

      The nurse laughed. “Sorry honey. We need to know how much weight you’re gaining and how you’re measuring.”

      “Fabulous,” Emma replied, stepping on the scales.

      Casey and Connor peered over her shoulder to see the number. “Do you guys mind!” Emma exclaimed.

      “You’ve only gained fifteen pounds. That’s very good,” the nurse said, marking it in Emma’s chart.

      “Guess you and Big Papa have really been burning the calories when he’s in town, huh?” Connor joked. While he and Casey dissolved in giggles, Emma shot them a murderous glance.

      They followed the nurse into the ultrasound room, which was dimly lit. Emma recognized the technician, Janine, from her previous ultrasounds.

      “Big day, huh?” Janine asked.

      “Yes, a really big one.”

      Janine’s gaze homed in on Connor. “This must be the proud father, huh?”

      Connor widened his eyes and held up his hands. “No, no, just a friend.”

      “The father is caught in a business meeting. I hope he can make it before we’re done,” Emma explained.

      “No problem. I’ll be sure to make you photocopies and a DVD of the ultrasound just in case he doesn’t.”

      “Thanks, Janine.”

      She patted the examining table. “You know the drill by now.”

      Emma nodded. After climbing up, she laid back and got comfortable. When she started to unbutton her pants, a strangled cry came from Connor’s throat. “Wait, you’re not going to be naked are you?”

      At his apprehension, both Emma and Casey snickered. “No, silly. You’re just lucky this is an abdominal one and not a transvaginal,” Emma replied.

      Connor’s brow creased. “What’s the difference?”

      Janine swiveled in her chair and picked up the transvaginal wand. She waved it at Connor, and he paled when he realized what all it entailed. “Oh shit.”

      Casey thumped him on the back. “See, nothing to worry about. You’re not going to be scarred by having to see Em’s vagina.”

      “Ha fucking ha,” he grumbled. When he eased down into his chair, he pushed it as far against the wall as possible so there wouldn’t even be the possibility of seeing anything.

      Janine squirted the jelly-like substance onto Emma’s belly and the coolness caused her to shiver. “Sorry about that. I would have had it warmed for you, but I didn’t have time,” Janine apologized.

      Emma smiled. “It’s okay.”

      Janine then began running the wand over Emma’s abdomen. Craning her neck, Emma stared at the grainy image forming on the screen. She sucked in an apprehensive breath until the sound of her baby’s heartbeat filled the room.

      “For you first timers, there’s the heartbeat,” Janine said to Connor and Casey before pointing on the screen at the tiny billowing in and out of the heart.

      “Oh wow,” Casey said.

      Janine smiled down at Emma. “It looks and sounds very strong, too.”

      “That’s good to hear.”

      Pressing the wand harder on Emma’s stomach, Janine peered at the screen. “Well, you’re in luck. Your baby is giving us a pretty good shot between the legs.”

      “Really?”

      Janine nodded. “Sometimes they’re lying at angles which block the gender, or they’ll just be stubborn and turn where we can’t see, but yours must want us to know without a shadow of a doubt.”

      Emma’s chest tightened. Her mouth ran dry and she licked her lips. Glancing over her shoulder, she eyed Casey and Connor. They both leaned forward so far in their chairs that Emma feared they would fall on the floor.

      “So what it is?” Emma croaked.

      Janine smiled. “It’s a strong, healthy…boy.”

      A sob erupted from Emma’s throat as happy tears stung her eyes. Patrick and Grammy had been right. It was a boy. She was going to give Aidan a son to carry on his family name. She closed her eyes and gave a silent prayer of thanks to God that her son was strong and healthy.

      When she opened her eyes, Connor and Casey were at her side. Both leaned over to hug her. “Congratulations, Mama!” Casey said, kissing Em’s cheek.

      “A boy, huh? Hope he’s as handsome and smart as his Gunkle Connor.”

      “Gunkle?” Emma questioned.

      “You know, gay uncle.”

      Casey snickered. “I’m not sure how Big Papa Fitzgerald is going to feel about that one.”

      Emma laughed. “I think he’ll be okay with it. I mean, who doesn’t appreciate people who love their child?”

      “Hell yeah I’m going to love him! He’s part of you, so that makes him all the more loveable,” Conner said, with a wink.

      Janine handed Emma a DVD along with several printouts of the ultrasound. “Congratulations again.”

      “Thanks,” Emma murmured, her gaze focused on the grainy images in her hand.

      “So when are you going to tell Big Papa?” Casey asked.

      “Oh, um, I guess when he gets in tonight. I don’t want to tell him over the phone or by text or something.”

      “You should go surprise him at work,” Connor suggested.

      Emma ran her fingers over the ultrasound picture. At any moment, she expected it to evaporate and for it all to have been just a dream. After Casey cleared her throat, Emma bobbed her head. “That sounds like a good idea. From the way he sounded, it could be pretty late.”

      Casey pulled Emma into her embrace and then kissed her cheek. “I’m so proud and happy for you.”

      Emma grinned. “Thank you.” She squeezed Casey tight. “Most of all, thank you for being my rock through all of this, especially today.” She smiled at Connor. “And you, too.”

      “We wouldn’t have it any other way,” Casey replied as Connor nodded. She kissed Emma’s cheek. “Now go on and tell Big Papa the happy news.”

      “I sure will.”
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      “I want to thank you all for staying late. I’m thrilled at how everything has panned out, and I look forward to a successful merger.”

      As soon as the CEO exited the boardroom, Aidan dug his phone out of his jacket pocket. Glancing down at the time, he grimaced. There was no way in hell he could get across town to Emma’s appointment. Shame echoed through him when he felt relieved at missing the ultrasound. Confirming the baby’s sex made its impending arrival all the more real. Loosening his tie, he fought the choking feeling that continued to plague him. His hand tingled again, and he was right back on the dock feeling the baby move with Emma.

      He was rubbing his fingers under his collar when someone cleared her throat. He glanced up to find the boardroom empty except for a stacked brunette who was new to his department.

      “I don’t think we’ve been formerly introduced,” the brunette said with an inviting smile. “I’m Heather Donnovan.”

      He extended his hand. “Aidan Fitzgerald.”

      “Oh, I know who you are,” Heather replied, letting her hand linger on his a little longer than it should have. “You have quite a reputation here.”

      Aidan’s eyebrows arched. “Do I?”

      She nodded. “Both in and out of the boardroom.”

      For the first time in his whole life, Aidan was completely inept at how to handle a woman’s advances. Normally, he would have taken the initiative from the moment she stayed back to be alone with him, but now he was at a total loss for words.

      She tilted her head to the right and grinned coyly. “You know I’m new here in Atlanta, so I don’t know a lot of people. Would you like to have a drink with me?”

      Aidan’s heartbeat accelerated as the weight of Heather’s question crashed over him. His mind and heart battled against each other, sending his blood pumping harder and harder through his veins until it pounded like a brass band in his ears. He had been down this road many, many times before. He knew exactly what Heather was insinuating, and it wasn’t just a harmless drink after work.

      He could almost taste the need radiating off her. If he made the move, she probably wouldn’t object to him fucking her right on the boardroom table. The very thought of pushing up her skirt, tearing off her panties, and devouring her sent heat stirring below his waist.

      And then the image of Emma lounging on her grandparent’s dock, her hand tenderly stroking the belly that carried his child flashed before his eyes. She loved him, and deep down, he loved her. He shouldn’t take Heather’s offer—no, he couldn’t take her offer.

      But then the suffocating weight of a relationship and impending fatherhood once again bore down on him. He had never asked for any of it. All he’d wanted was to finally get Emma into bed and then move on like he always did. He clenched his teeth. Damn, Emma, for making him want more with her…for making him love her.

      No, he would not drown himself in his feelings for Emma. He would get out now while he still could.

      “There’s O’Malley’s across the street,” he croaked.

      “That sounds wonderful,” Heather replied, her voice a throaty purr.

      When he attempted to walk around the side of the desk, Aidan found himself rooted to the floor. His brain screamed at his feet and legs to pick themselves up, but they refused. It was as if they owed some strange allegiance to his heart and to Emma. At Heather’s puzzled expression, he forced a smile to his face. “Sorry, sitting in meetings like that always makes me a little stiff.”

      “In some places, that isn’t a problem,” she replied with a giggle.

      He laughed at her innuendo as his legs and feet finally worked. He grabbed his briefcase and started out the boardroom door with her.

      Even though Heather chatted non-stop the entire elevator ride down, Aidan didn’t hear her. He bobbed his head at certain points and occasionally smiled, and that seemed to be enough to pacify her. All he could do was focus on what he was trying to accomplish. He had to purge Emma from his system, and if it took fucking Heather to do it, then he was going to do it.

      He held the door open for her as they swept into O’Malley’s and cringed at the sight of Jenny behind the hostess booth. At the sight of him, her eyes lit up. Her face started to break into a wide grin, but then she noticed Heather. Her expression immediately darkened, and anger flashed in her usually cool blue eyes.

      Aidan cleared his throat. “We need a booth, Jenny.”

      She shook her head furiously, causing her blonde ponytail to swish back in forth. “I’m sorry, but we seem to be full tonight.”

      Staring past her, Aidan eyed the half-empty bar and turned his pointed gaze back on her. “Looks to me like you’ve got plenty of room.”

      “No, I’m sorry we don’t. I guess you and your friend will have to go somewhere else.”

      Heather clicked toward Jenny in her high-end heels that Aidan wagered probably cost more than Jenny made in a week. He held his breath as Heather surmised Jenny. Then her plump red lips curved into a catlike smile. “Looks like someone is a little jealous that we’re here together, Aidan. What’s the matter, honey? Are you one of Aidan’s spurned lovers or former one-night stands?” Heather ran her acrylic nails up his back, causing him to shudder. “I’m glad to see you live up to your bad boy reputation. I’m pretty much guaranteed an interesting evening now.”

      Jenny sputtered something under her breath that Aidan didn’t catch. Heather cast one last superior glance at Jenny before saying, “I’ll wait for you outside. I’m sure you’ve got a well-stocked liquor cabinet at your house. No need to waste our time here.”

      At Heather’s departure, Jenny’s eyebrows shot up so high they disappeared into her hairline. “Where is Emma? Better yet, what the hell are you doing with her?”

      Aidan narrowed his eyes. “Frankly, it’s none of your damn business.”

      “Well, I’m sorry, but when one of my friends is about to fuck up his life royally, I make it my business,” Jenny countered.

      A growl erupted deep in his throat. “I don’t need this bullshit from you.”

      Sadness washed over Jenny’s expression. “I’m begging you, Aidan. Don’t do this. I’ve never seen you as happy as you’ve been since you’ve been coming in here with Emma. She’s so good for you, don’t you see that?” When he started to walk away, she grabbed his arm. “Before you go home with that skank for a night of mindless, meaningless sex, think long and hard about what you have with Emma, and don’t break her heart…or yours.”

      Aidan stared into Jenny’s pleading eyes before slinging her arm away. Without another word, he stormed through the door and out to Heather’s side.
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      After Heather followed him home, Aidan got out of the car. He had barely closed the door when Heather launched herself at him, pinning him to the car. His mind instantly flashed back to his first kiss with Emma in the dingy parking deck. An ache rolled through his chest.

      Grabbing Heather to him, he tried to make himself forget. Her tongue swept into his mouth as her fingers went to his hair. Her lips were harsh, and the physical contact lacked the tenderness he had with Emma. He shook his head, trying to rid his mind of any thoughts of her.

      At his reaction, Heather broke their kiss, tugging his bottom lip between her teeth. “Take me inside and fuck me until I scream.”

      He chuckled at her directness. “I think I can do that.”

      It had been so long since he had been with a demanding female. Aidan could barely get up the front walk with Heather running her hands over him and rubbing her hips against his. “I have nosy neighbors, you know,” he said when her hand caressed his buttocks.

      “Ooh, an audience, huh? That’s kinky.”

      He gazed down at her. “You’re a naughty girl, aren’t you?”

      She giggled. “Oh yeah.”

      When they got inside, Aidan kicked the front door closed behind him. Heather wrapped her arms around his neck, grinding her pelvis against his groin. Normally, he would have been at half-mast already, but there was nothing stirring below his waist. “Show me your tits,” he said in a voice he couldn’t believe was his own. He tried ignoring the churning of his stomach.

      With an obliging smile, Heather ripped her shirt over her head and Aidan’s hands immediately went to her breasts. After kneading them through her bra, Heather’s double-D implants didn’t turn him on or feel the same way in his hands that Emma’s natural breasts did. He pinched his eyes shut. Quit fucking thinking about Emma!

      Grabbing Heather by the waist, he dragged them over to the couch. He plopped down and jerked her to straddle his lap. He brought his mouth to hers, desperate to feel anything for Heather and not Emma. After unbuttoning his shirt, Heather raked her nails down his chest. Rocking against him, she moaned against his lips. She was close to getting off just from writhing against him, and he felt nothing.

      No, that wasn’t entirely true. Everything he had ever felt for Emma pulsed through him. Her laugh, her shy smile, her giggle—they flooded his mind. She might as well have been in the room with them; he could feel her all around him. His nose stung with the smell of her perfume while his body ached for the feel of her delicate curves beneath him.

      When he dared himself to look at Heather again, he finally felt something. Revulsion. How in the hell had he gotten to this point? What could have possibly possessed him to think bringing Heather home was a good idea? Fighting the rising bile in his throat, he started to push Heather off his lap.

      At the same moment, her hand went to his crotch. When she found his lack of arousal, she jerked her lips off of his. “Um, what’s going on?”

      Raking a shaky hand through his hair, he sighed. “I can’t do this.”

      She cocked her head at him. “Do you have some impotence problem or something?”

      “I wish.”

      “What the hell does that mean?”

      It means you have to leave right now. It means I’m making the biggest mistake of my life. I love Emma, and I cannot do this to her. He shook his head. “I’m really sorry, Heather.”

      “Aw, don’t get embarrassed, babe. We can work this out.” She gave him a seductive smile. “I can work this out.”
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      Halfway to Aidan’s office, Emma thought of Beau stuck at doggy daycare. “Shit!” She whipped across two lanes to the symphony of honking horns. Her mind had been so occupied with her new baby, she had forgotten all about her old one.

      She screeched into a parking space and hurried out of the car. The moment Beau saw her through the fence, his entire body started wiggling all over, bringing a grin to Emma’s face. “Hiya boy, did you think I’d forgotten you?”

      He gave an appreciative bark and ran over to the entrance door to wait for her. Sandy, the owner, greeted Emma with a smile. “I was just beginning to think Beau might end up spending the night with us.”

      “No, I’m so sorry. I had my ultrasound this afternoon, and it got delayed.”

      “And what are we having?” Sandy asked.

      “A boy.”

      “Oh that’s wonderful.” She opened the door and clipped on Beau’s leash. “Did you hear that? You’re going to have a little brother.”

      Beau ignored her and headed straight for Emma. He nudged her belly with his wet nose as if saying hello to the baby. Sandy’s eyes widened. “That is so sweet!”

      Emma laughed. “He’s just started doing that in the last few days, right after I felt the baby move for the first time actually.” Emma shook her head. “It’s like he’s finally sensing something is different, that it’s not just fat inside this belly!”

      Sandy chuckled. “He probably didn’t notice anything because you’re barely showing!”

      “Aw, I appreciate that. I feel like I’m ballooning up.”

      Beau jerked on his leash. “All right, boy, we’ll go home and see Daddy.” His ears perked up at the mention of Aidan. “Night, Sandy.”

      “Night!” she replied, waving.

      Emma wrestled Beau to the car and got him inside. “There’s no way I’m taking you to Daddy’s office. I guess I better drop you off at home before I go see him.”

      Beau whined at the prospect as they pulled out of the parking lot. Since Aidan’s house was closer than hers, it made sense to take him there.

      At the sight of Aidan’s car in the driveway, Emma’s heart shuddered to a stop. The fact that a silver Audi sat next to it caused her lungs to constrict. She fought to breathe. Thoughts flashed through her mind like a lightning storm. He said his meeting was running late. He’s supposed to still be at work. He’s at home.

      With shaky hands, she killed the engine and opened the car door. Beau lunged out, but Emma didn’t even bother holding his leash. Instead she focused on trying to put one foot in front of the other up the sidewalk.

      Using the key he’d given her, she pushed open the front door. The living room was bathed in darkness except for the muted lights from the chandelier. Aidan lounged on the couch while a leggy brunette straddled his lap. He was still fully clothed except his shirt was unbuttoned and untucked. The woman, on the other hand, had stripped off her shirt, and her short skirt had ridden up her thighs. Aidan’s hands were on her forearms as if he was about to push her off of him.

      For a few agonizing seconds, Emma could only stare in disbelief. Blinking, she tried waking herself up from the nightmare in front of her, but no matter how hard she tried, she couldn’t. It was all too real. The man she loved and the father of her child had stood her up on one of the most important days of her life to screw another woman. A strangled cry erupted from her lips.

      At the noise behind them, Aidan startled. When he saw Emma standing there, his eyes widened in horror and he sucked in a breath. “What are you doing here?” he demanded.

      Tears pricked and stung her eyes, but Emma gave a maniacal laugh. “What am I doing here? I think the better question is what the hell are you doing?”

      The sound of another voice caused the brunette to whirl around. Her gaze trailed from Emma’s face down to her swollen belly. A hiss erupted from her lips before she shook her head. “I don’t fucking believe this.” She turned her head and then her wrath on Aidan. “No wonder you couldn’t get it up. The guilt of cheating on your pregnant wife must’ve really been eating at you.”

      “She’s not my wife…yet,” Aidan replied, his voice hushed.

      The brunette sent a stinging slap across Aidan’s cheek, and Emma had to bite her lip to not thank her for doing it. At that moment, she would have loved to have done far worse physical harm to him. “I don’t care what she is. You’re a fucking bastard!” She jerked herself off Aidan’s lap and snatched up her shirt. After throwing it over her head, she grabbed her heels and stalked toward Emma. The fury in her face melted a little. “I’m really sorry. I heard at work he was a player, and I wanted to play. I had no idea…” her voice trailed off as she glanced at Emma’s stomach.

      “Thank you,” Emma whispered as the woman walked on by. She jumped at the slamming of the front door. On wobbly legs, she took a few steps forward, closing the gap between her and Aidan. He rose up on the couch, fumbling with the buttons on his shirt.

      When she stood there, just staring, he exhaled a ragged breath. “Say something.”

      Emma raised her eyebrows at him. “And what would you like me to say?”

      “I don’t know…just anything to keep you from looking at me like that.”

      “Well, frankly, I think your female friend said it best. You’re a fucking bastard.”

      “I agree.”

      “And that’s all you have to say for yourself? Not that you’re sorry you valued the importance of today so little you skipped out on the ultrasound to cheat on me?”

      Aidan shook his head. “I didn’t sleep with her.”

      She threw her hands up in exasperation. “You were going to before I interrupted you!”

      “I swear to you I was not going to screw her. I had just told her I couldn’t, and that she should leave. Jesus, you heard it for yourself—I couldn’t get it up!”

      “And that’s supposed to make me feel better about the fact that you had some skank riding you when I walked in here?”

      “Look, I admit I fucked up, but I am sorry.”

      “Oh, I guess you’re also sorry you lied to me when you said you would change. God, I was so stupid to believe you would treat me any differently than Amy or the other women. I should have realized this is who you are and what you do.”

      “Emma, please, I am sorry.”

      “Really? Do you honestly feel that, or are those just some words you think will make things right between us?” Her voice choked off with the sobs rising in her throat. “Are you really and truly sorry you broke my heart?”

      Aidan winced. “You have no idea what I’ve been going through lately. I’m never going to be all you need me to be, Emma, and the pressure from trying just broke me.”

      She didn’t bother wiping away the tears streaming down her cheeks. “So what you’re saying is trying to have a relationship with me drove you into the arms of another woman?”

      His expression became anguished. “No, that’s not what I mean.” He shook his head wildly. “I’m fucking up what I need to say and do, and you’re making this harder on me. I feel bad enough for what I’ve done.”

      “Harder on you?” she questioned, her voice raising an octave. “How could this possibly be hard on you? I’m the one who opened myself up to all this pain despite my better judgment.” She ground the tears out of her eyes with her fist.

      He took a step toward her, but she backed away from him. “Don’t you dare touch me after your hands have been all over that whore!”

      “Emma, please don’t do this. I told you I was sorry. I’ll do whatever it takes to make it up to you.”

      Without even thinking, Emma blurted, “Tell me you love me.”

      He stared at her, unblinking and unmoving. “What?”

      “You’ve been emotionally shut off from me since the day I told you I loved you, so if you really mean it when you say you’re sorry and you really don’t want me to go, then say the words. Tell me you love me.”

      At his hesitation, stabbing pain crisscrossed through her chest. The silence echoed through her as loud as a freight train. She shook her head. “That’s what I thought,” she murmured.

      Her hands went to the purse at her side and she fumbled for the DVD of the sonogram. Using all the hurt and anger welling inside her, she chucked it at him. It smacked hard against his chest, causing Aidan to wince. “Not that you’re even interested, but that’s a video of your son. I can only hope and pray he grows up to be nothing like his father!”

      Sobbing, she turned and fled from the room. Beau followed her out the door, howling and crying right along with her. As she fumbled with her keys, Aidan called several times for her to come back, but she refused. Then he started calling for Beau.

      “Go back, boy,” Emma instructed, pointing a shaky finger to Aidan. She flung open the car door, but he still wouldn’t leave her side.

      “Dammit, Beau, I said come!” Aidan shouted, stepping off the porch. He stalked over to them and tried dragging Beau back by the collar, but Beau jerked away. His nose nuzzled Emma’s belly and he whined.

      Emma met Aidan’s horrified glance. “Yeah, that’s right. Your dog is even more loyal to me and your son than you are.”

      With a defeated look, Aidan hung his head and released Beau’s collar. “Fine, take him.”

      “Come on, boy. Get in the car,” Emma instructed. Beau wagged his tail and eagerly hopped inside. Without another look at Aidan, she slammed the door. Squealing out of the driveway, she tried to keep her emotions in check, but it was no use. She got half a block down the road before she had to pull over. Tears blinded her eyes and she couldn’t see in front of her, couldn’t breathe from the sobs raging through her chest.

      A knock at her window caused her to jump. Hope ricocheted through Emma that Aidan had come after her. Glancing up, her heart fell.

      Becky stood outside the car, peering curiously at her. “Emma?”

      Damn. She hadn’t even thought about the prospect of ending up on Becky’s street. The last person she wanted to see was one of Aidan’s sisters. Mortified, she wiped her eyes with the back of her hand and tried to compose herself. Finally, she pressed the button to roll down the window. “Hi,” she said, meekly.

      Becky sucked in a breath. “Oh God, he didn’t.”

      Tears once again filled Emma’s eyes. Unable to speak, she merely bobbed her head.

      “I’m so, so sorry. He loves you, sweetheart. I know he does. The whole family knows it. He’s just being a stupid asshole.”

      Emma hiccupped between sobs. “Tell that to him and the woman he was about to sleep with before I walked in.”

      Becky’s eyes widened. “I’m going to kill him,” she muttered through gritted teeth. She shook her head. “And if I don’t, one of the other girls will. God forbid this gets back to Pop.” Becky opened the car door. “Get out. You’re coming inside with me.”

      “No, I can’t. I’m a mess. What would I say to the boys?”

      “Tate’s got them at movies tonight. It’s just me.”

      When Emma continued to hesitate, Becky crossed her arms over her chest. “Listen, you’re coming in the house with me if I have to drag you myself.”

      “I’m parked on the side of the street.”

      “It’ll be fine.” Becky eyed Beau in the backseat. “What are you doing with him?”

      “He wouldn’t let me go.”

      Becky snorted. “Whoever said men are dogs missed the mark. Beau’s got true loyalty.”

      Emma gave a half-hearted smile. “Tell me about it.”

      Becky pulled Emma out of her seat and wrapped an arm around her waist. “Listen, we’re going to order in some Chinese or pizza or whatever you and the baby want. Then I’m going to call the girls. We’re going to have a strategy meeting about Aidan.”

      Emma threw up her hands. “And just what do you hope to achieve? Hog tying him and forcing him to be with me? In case you missed the memo, he doesn’t want me! He’s made that abundantly clear not only by almost screwing another woman, but by not being able to tell me he loves me.”

      “It’s not like this is the first time he’s done this, Em. Surely he’s told you about Amy?”

      “Yeah, how he wouldn’t propose, and then she caught him with another woman and broke up with him.”

      “Did he also tell you how he spent the better part of that year drunk and in and out of therapy because he had a nervous breakdown over what he did to her?”

      Emma gasped. “No, he didn’t.”

      “Hmm, I guess he also managed to leave out the part where he tried over and over again to get her to come back to him, but she refused? He finally had to give up when she married someone else.”

      Emma could hardly believe her ears. Aidan had lied to her about what had happened with Amy. He had never allowed the true depth of his feelings for Amy to be known. “He never told me any of that.”

      “I know my brother. He did what he did to you tonight to push you away, not because he wanted to screw another woman. He sabotages himself every damn time.” She grunted in frustration. “By the way he acts about relationships, you would think he was raised in some dysfunctional home by crack-heads or something.”

      Emma leaned against the car and put her head in her hands. “I don’t think I can handle all this.”

      Becky pulled Emma’s hands away and stared her in the eyes. “You’ve got to decide right here and now if you’re going to fight for him.”

      “Me? Why the hell do I have to do the fighting? He’s the one who fucked up royally!”

      “I didn’t say he didn’t, but fighting for him doesn’t mean you’re a doormat and go running back to his open arms, Em. It means you’re willing to put up with whatever bullshit it takes to get him to win you back.”

      “You actually think he’s going to try?”

      Becky grinned. “Oh yes. Tomorrow morning, maybe even tonight, Aidan Fitzgerald is going to rue the day he ever let you walk out of his life, and you’re going to get to enjoy every minute of it.”
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      Aidan sat in the pitch black living room for hours after Emma left. He would reach for his phone to call her and then stop himself. He would start to get up to go after her and then think himself a fool.

      No, he wasn’t what she needed. He could never live up to her expectations of what a husband and father should be. They were both better off. He had wanted a way out for the past week, and he had found it.

      Instead of feeling the relief he’d expected, he felt misery.

      Freedom from the choking and suffocating emotions hadn’t come with Emma’s departure. Instead, they felt tighter around him than ever before. Defeated, he rose off the couch to grab a beer and his foot accidentally kicked the DVD case across the room. He left it lying there as he headed into the kitchen.

      After snatching the six pack out of the fridge, he started back into the living room. His eye caught the plastic DVD case, and he stopped to pick it up. Tossing it on the table, he turned on the TV and started flipping through the channels.

      It was after his third beer that the curiosity finally got to him. He took the DVD out and put it in the machine. The sound of the latest basketball game faded, and it was replaced by a thump-thumping echoing through the room.

      His son’s heartbeat.

      Frozen, Aidan stared at the grainy image on the television screen. The last time he had seen the baby it had barely resembled anything, a strange tadpole-looking thing. Now its features were prominent, its arms and legs flailing and its tiny mouth fluttering open and shut.

      If he had been paralyzed by emotions when he felt the baby move, they were nothing compared to actually seeing his son. A part of him was growing strong and healthy inside Emma, a child he had promised his mother he would have.

      But his son was gone, and so was Emma. He had thrown happiness away with both hands. Sinking down on the couch, he allowed the sobs to roll through him. The last time he had cried had been when he had lost his mother. Now he was experiencing another soul-crushing loss.

      With trembling fingers, he reached for his phone. After dialing the familiar number, he brought the phone to his ear. “Please answer, please answer,” he begged.

      “Hello?”

      “Pop, it’s me. I’ve fucked up, and I need your help.”

      

      To be continued in The Proposal
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      Emma Harrison stood back to admire her hard work and a brief smile of satisfaction flickered on her face. Somehow she had managed to perform the almost miraculous undertaking of transforming a dingy fourth floor conference room into an exquisite pink dream. She was especially proud of herself considering decorating and party planning weren’t exactly her forte. Of course when it came to creating the environment any mother-to-be would want for a baby shower, her position at one of the premiere advertising agencies in Atlanta helped a lot. Cocking her head, she noticed the It’s a Girl banner was hanging slightly to the left. After she fixed it, her fingertips smoothed over the pale pink tablecloth adorned with refreshments and colorfully wrapped presents for the upcoming arrival.

      She blew an errant strand of auburn hair out of her face and tried smoothing it back into the knot at the base of her neck. Yes, this is exactly what I would want for my baby shower…if I ever get to have one. A stabbing pain entered her heart before crisscrossing its way through her chest. It was a feeling she was becoming all too familiar with as her thirtieth birthday loomed around the corner, hovering over her like a dark cloud while motherhood still evaded her—along with Mr. Right. Being husbandless and childless was all the more painful after her parents’ deaths. After losing her mother two years ago, she had sworn she would replace the love she had lost by finding a husband and having a child. Unfortunately, nothing in her life seemed to work out as well as she planned it in her head.

      Struggling out of her thoughts, she flipped her watch—one that had belonged to her late mother—over to read the time. Only fifteen minutes before the guests, who were mainly her coworkers, started arriving. Okay, Em, it’s time to get your game face on. The hostess of the shower can’t let the green-eyed monster of jealousy consume her and cause her to go apeshit, flipping over tables and throwing gifts in a Hulk-like rage! Get a grip!

      The pep talk did little to still the churning emotions coursing through her as she gripped the table until her knuckles turned white. As the silent tears streamed down her cheeks, she quickly wiped them away. Raising her deep green eyes to the ceiling, she thought, Please help me get through this.

      “You know, I have a nail file in my desk drawer if you want to slit your wrists. It would be a hell of a lot quicker than what you’re doing now.”

      Emma jumped and clutched her chest. She whirled around to see her best friend, Casey, smirking at her. She frantically swiped the remaining tears from her eyes with the back of her hand. “Jeez, Case, you scared the shit out of me.”

      “Sorry. I guess you were just so lost in misery and self-loathing you didn’t hear me say your name.”

      Ducking her head, Emma replied, “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I was just checking to make sure everything looked all right before everyone gets here.”

      Casey rolled her eyes. “Em, what were you thinking agreeing to this? It’s slow, emotional suicide.”

      “How could I not? Therese is the one who got me the job here. She taught me everything I know. She’s gone through three rounds of in vitro fertilization. If anyone deserves a baby shower, it’s her.”

      “Yeah, but you didn’t have to be the one to throw it. I mean, she would have totally understood—especially with everything that’s happened lately with Connor.”

      Emma’s phone buzzed on the table. She glanced at the ID and grimaced. “Speak of the devil.”

      “Is he still calling and texting nonstop?” Casey asked.

      “Yep. Lucky me.”

      “Let me answer. I’ll tell that asshat you’re going to get a restraining order or something.”

      “He’s harmless, Case.”

      “You just need to tell him to man up, grow a pair, and give you some sperm.”

      A giggle escaped Emma’s lips. “As tempting as that would be, I’d better pass. The whole sperm/baby thing is what started this whole mess to begin with.”

      Casey gave a frustrated grunt. “The very fact that you’re considering having someone donate sperm is ridiculous.” She placed her hands on Emma’s shoulders. “You are way too beautiful and sweet and amazing to give up on the dating world to have a kid.”

      “Nice pitch there with the compliments. Have you ever thought of working in advertising?” Emma mused.

      “Ha ha, smartass. I wasn’t trying to sell you anything; it’s just the damn truth. I don’t know when you’re finally going to believe it. Most of all, I want to know when the men around this city are going to get their heads out of their asses and see it too.”

      Emma threw her hands up in exasperation. “Case, considering my biological clock is clanging, not just ticking, I think it’s a little late for all that.”

      “But you’re not even thirty,” Casey protested.

      “I know that, but I’ve wanted a baby since I was twenty. I want—no I need to have a family again. Losing my parents and not having brothers or sisters—” Her voice choked off with emotion.

      Casey rubbed Emma’s arm sympathetically. “You’ve still got lots of time for babies, and the husband could still come a

      Rolling her eyes, Emma said, “Might emind you of the idiot parade I have had the misfortune of going out with in the last six months?”

      “Oh, come on, they weren’t that bad.”

      “Are we grading on an extreme curve or something? First, there was Andy the”—she made air quotes with her fingers—“practically separated accountant whose wife tracked us down on our date and proceeded to go mental on him in the middle of the Cheesecake Factory.”

      “Shit, I remember him now. Didn’t the cops get called?”

      “Oh yes. I had to call Connor to come get me because they were both arrested for disturbing the peace.”

      “So there was one bad seed in the mix,” Casey argued.

      “Then there was the mortician who regaled me throughout dinner with the ins and outs of embalming, not to mention I think he had a pretty unhealthy attachment to some of his dearly departed clients.”

      Casey made a gagging noise. “Okay, I’ll admit necrophilia could turn anyone off from dating for a while.”

      “A while? How about a freaking lifetime, Case?” Emma shuddered. “Thank God it was only one date and he never touched me.”

      “So two bad eggs. There’s a whole city of men out there, Em.”

      Emma swept her hands to her hips. “And I guess you’re having selective amnesia about Barry the dentist?”

      Casey scrunched her face up as if in pain. “Is he still in jail on those voyeurism charges?”

      Emma bobbed her head. “Thankfully, the state is pretty tough on creeps who set up hidden cameras in the men’s locker room at the gym!”

      “Well, those are the extreme cases.”

      “Some of the other girls in our department think I need to write a book on bad dating experiences.”

      “Now wait a minute, you’ve gone out with some decent guys, too.”

      Emma sighed. “And the instant they realized I wasn’t going to bed with them before the appetizer arrived, they bolted for the door. If we actually made it through dinner, then the stench of my marriage-and-baby desperation drove them away.”

      Casey grinned. “See, you’re going about this the wrong way. You need to give in to the idea of throwing caution to the wind and having mindless sex to conceive.”

      “I don’t think so.” Emma shook her head. “Just because Connor bailed on the idea of sperm donation doesn’t mean I’m giving up. Somehow, someway, I’m going to have a child to love.”
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      Aidan Fitzgerald rubbed his blue eyes. He peeked through his fingers at the clock on the blurry computer screen. Damn, it was already after seven. Even if he wanted to finish the project, his brain was too fried. He could barely make out the words in front of him. He turned off his computer, secure in the thought that his recently elevated promotion to Vice President of Marketing meant he could wait until the morning and not have someone bitch at him for slacking off.

      With a groan, Aidan rose out of his chair and stretched his arms over his head. He grabbed his bag and headed to the door. As he flipped off his office lights, his stomach rumbled. There was probably nothing to eat at the house, so he’d probably need to pick up something on the way. For a brief instant, he wished there was a woman waiting on him with a home-cooked meal. He quickly shrugged the thought away. A couple of meals weren’t worth the hassle of long-term relationships. In the end, he was much happier with begging dinners off one of his married sisters—at least until they launched into one of their tirades about how he couldn’t be a bachelor for the rest of his life and how, at thirty-two, it was time for him to settle down and have a family.

      “Bullshit,” he muttered under his breath at the thought. The attractive cleaning lady down the hall raised her head.

      She then gave him an alluring smile. “Goodnight Mr. Fitzgerald.”

      “Goodnight Paula,” he replied. He smacked the button for the elevator, fighting the urge to close the gap between them and strike up conversation. He raked a hand through his sandy blond hair and shook his head. Talking to Paula would most likely lead to some tryst in the storeroom closet, and as much as he would enjoy that, he was getting a little old for those kinds of hookups.

      The elevator jolted him down to the first floor. Heated voices met Aidan the moment he stepped off, causing him to grunt in frustration. The last thing he needed after working late and being cock-teased by the cleaning lady was to come up on some domestic dispute, and from the tone of both a man’s and a woman’s voice, that’s exactly what it was.

      “Connor, I can’t believe you cornered me here at work,” a woman hissed.

      “What was I supposed to do? You won’t answer my calls or emails. I had to see if you were all right.”

      “I told you to leave me alone, and I meant it.”

      “But I love you, Em. I don’t want to lose you.”

      At the sound of scuffling, the woman’s voice raised an octave. “Stop! Don’t you dare touch me!”

      The protective side of Aidan stirred at the woman’s tone, sending him barreling around the corner. “Hey! Get your damn hands off her!” he bellowed.

      The couple startled at the sight of him. The woman’s tear-stained face flushed crimson, and she ducked her head to avoid Aidan’s intense gaze. Immediately, he recognized her: Emma Harrison, 4th floor advertising, and the woman he’d unsuccessfully tried to take home from the company’s Christmas party. From the way she refused to meet his eye, he knew she recognized him as well.

      Aidan turned his attention to the guy, Connor, whose eyes were wide with fear. He hastily dropped his hands from Emma’s shoulders and took several steps back. Connor looked like he was ready to bolt out the nearest exit. Aidan then realized how intimidating he must appear with his fists clenched at his side, his jaw hard set. He tried relaxing his stance, but his blood still pumped so hard in his ears he couldn’t manage it.

      Connor held up his hands in surrender. “I’m not sure what you think was going on, but we were just talking.”

      Aidan narrowed his eyes. “I think from the way she was crying and begging you to stop touching her, it was a lot more than talking.” He started to ask Emma if she was all right, but she blew past him and escaped into the restroom. He glared at Connor.

      “Look man, you’ve got it all wrong. I—”

      “What’s not to get? You obviously can’t let your ex-girlfriend or ex-wife or whatever she is go, even though she can’t stand for you to touch her.”

      Nervous laughter erupted from Connor. He silenced it the minute Aidan cocked his eyebrows at him and took a step forward. “Trust me, you’re so very, very wrong. Emma’s not my ex.”

      “Then what’s the deal?”

      Connor cleared his throat. “Fine, you want the truth? Here it is. I’m gay, and Emma’s been my best friend since middle school.”

      Aidan’s mouth dropped open. “Seriously?”

      “Yep.”

      “Huh…then I stand corrected. Sorry about that.”

      Connor shrugged. “It’s okay. I probably would’ve done the same thing if I thought some asshole was hassling a woman. Well, I probably wouldn’t if he was twice my size like you.” He glanced past Aidan to the bathroom and grimaced. “Dammit, I hate when she’s mad at me. I don’t think she’s ever been so angry or so hurt. I just don’t know what to do to make it right, ya know?”

      Aidan shifted on his feet, sensing the conversation was headed into emotional territory, which was something he tried to avoid at all costs. He held one hand up. “Hey man, it’s really none of my business.” But the moment the words left his lips, he was sure they had fallen on deaf ears. The anguished expression on Connor’s face told him he wouldn’t be getting away without hearing the full, dramatic story unless he literally tried to outrun him.

      With a sigh, Connor ran his hand through his dark hair. In a low voice, he said, “She’s crazy about kids, and her biological clock has been all in a snit to have a baby for like the last two years. Loving her the way I do, I’d promised her I’d be the father and donate to the cause.”

      Okay, so maybe that wasn’t the story Aidan had expected. “Don’t tell me—you chickened out when it came down to doing the deed?”

      Connor scowled at him. “Ha, ha, asshole, real funny. For your information, it was going to be done in a clinic.”

      “Where’s the fun in that?” Aidan mused with a sly smile.

      “Dude, gay, remember?”

      “Sorry.” For reasons he couldn’t possibly fathom, Aidan was so intrigued by the story he felt the need to prompt Connor to continue. “So what happened?”

      “My partner isn’t ready to have children. I promised him Emma didn’t necessarily want me involved, but he won’t budge. It’s been hell choosing between the man I love and my best friend.”

      “Why can’t she just go to a sperm bank or something?”

      Connor chuckled. “Emma has it in her mind there will be this horrible mix-up where her choice of a prime donor’s sample is swapped with some serial killer’s.”

      Aidan grinned. “I guess I can see her point.”

      A buzz went off in Connor’s pocket. He dug it out and then groaned at the ID. “Shit, it’s Jeff. He’ll have my ass for coming here and trying to talk to Emma. I really, really have to go.” His gaze once again went to the bathroom. “I hate to leave her though…”

      “You go on. I’ll see she gets to her car okay.”

      “Really? That would be awesome.” He thrust out his hand. “It was nice meeting you…”

      “Aidan. Aidan Fitzgerald.”

      “Connor Montgomery.” After they shook hands, Connor smiled. “Thanks for all your help and for totally misreading the entire situation.”

      Aidan laughed. “It was a pleasure almost kicking your ass.”

      “Hey now,” Connor replied. When his phone rang, he winced and gave a short wave before bringing it to his ear. “Babe, yeah, sorry I missed your texts. I’m on my way home now.” He pushed through the glass doors and disappeared into the night.

      With a shake of his head, Aidan started across the lobby to the bathroom. He rapped on the door. In a shrill voice, Emma shouted, “Go away, Connor. I have nothing else to say to you. Not to mention you just embarrassed the hell out of me in front of one of the biggest assholes in the company!”

      “Biggest asshole, huh?” he murmured under his breath. Not exactly a title he was proud of, especially coming from a woman. He was used to hearing much more flattering descriptions of himself from them—well, at least in the beginning before he walked away. After that, things usually took a nasty turn.

      “I’m not leaving this bathroom until I know you’re gone.”

      Aidan sighed. She was a determined one, that was for sure, not to mention stubborn as hell. His mind flashed back to how beautiful and sexy she’d looked at the Christmas party, how the slinky green dress she’d worn had flowed over her curves, making her irresistible. When he’d seen her across the room with some girlfriends, he had been determined to spend the night with her. Her shy smiles and glances up at him through her eyelashes had spurned him on to close the small space between them. Of course, by the time he’d arrived at her side, her interfering friends had already informed her of his dubious reputation as a heartbreaker and serial womanizer.

      “Women,” he muttered under his breath as he pushed through the bathroom door. Emma was sprawled out on the tapestry settee with a wet paper towel over her eyes. On one side, her skirt was jacked up halfway to her hip, giving him a fabulous view of her legs and thighs. At the sound of footsteps, she gave a frustrated grunt. She stabbed the air in front of her with her index finger. “I swear if you don’t leave me alone, I’m going to kick you so hard in the balls there will no longer be any question about whether you can father my children!”

      Aidan chuckled. Her deep auburn hair foretold her fiery personality—one she’d shown him at the Christmas party. All her bashfulness had evaporated in an instant when she’d told him in no uncertain terms that she had no desire to be one of his conquests or one-night stands.

      “Actually, it isn’t Connor.”

      At the sound of a stranger’s voice, Emma snatched the towel away from her eyes. Horror washed over her face at the sight of Aidan standing before her. She quickly jerked her skirt down and ran a hand through her disheveled hair. “I didn’t expect to see you, Mr. Fitzgerald,” she said meekly.

      A grin slunk across his face. “No, I imagine you were expecting to get to castrate Connor.”

      Emma’s cheeks and neck flushed the color of her hair. “I’m sorry you had to hear that, and I’m so sorry you had to get in the middle of our argument. As embarrassing as it was—is—I appreciate what you tried to do.”

      He shrugged. “I was happy to help.”

      “Well, I am grateful, and I’m sorry for ruining your evening.”

      Never one to forgo an opportunity, Aidan grinned. “You haven’t ruined my evening. In fact, the night is still young, so why don’t you let me buy you a drink?”

      She twisted the paper towel in her hands before tossing it into the trashcan. “Um, that’s nice of you to offer, but it’s been a long day. I should probably get home.”

      “We could walk right across the street to O’Malley’s.” At her continued hesitation, he laughed. “I promise it’s not an offer to try to ply you with alcohol in your weakened emotional state to get you to come home with me.” Secretly, he hoped a drink or two might be able to thaw her icy veneer and give him a chance to move in for the kill.

      He wasn’t too surprised when shock flooded Emma’s face. “Really?”

      He crossed his fingers over his heart. “Scout’s honor,” he lied.

      The corners of her lips quirked up like she was fighting a smile. “Okay then. After the day I’ve had, I could sure use one.” She glanced back at the mirror. “Oh, I’m a mess. Could you give me a few minutes to freshen up?”

      “Of course. I’ll be right outside.”
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      Thank you for reading THE PROPOSITION!

      Aidan and Emma’s story continues in The Proposal…

      In the weeks following Aidan’s betrayal, Emma has tried her best to move on. Ignoring his countless texts, voice mails, and flowers, she isn’t sure she wants to be won back by him. But Aidan isn’t going down without a fight—especially not until Emma lets him reveal the secret of his past that caused him to be so commitment phobic.

      But fate intervenes when premature labor forces Emma on strict bed rest for two weeks. Aidan steps forward with a shocking proposal. To prove his love and commitment for her and their unborn son, he will take a leave of absence from work to care for her around the clock. Vowing to guard her heart, Emma reluctantly agrees.

      While she is touched by Aidan’s attentiveness and tender loving care, Emma is thrown for a loop by the amorous attentions of ER doctor, Alpesh “Pesh” Nadeen. Pesh is everything Emma could ever want—successful, stable, and ready to settle down and be a husband and father. Pesh wants nothing more than to win Emma’s heart, but she is not sure she’s able to give it.

      Her heart may still belong to the very man who broke it—the one who is so desperately trying to win her back.

      ONE CLICK THE PROPOSAL >
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      What would you do if a handsome alpha male actor wanted to spend the night with you?

      

      A-list actor and former rock star Oracle Lion also known as Zach Houston needs no introductions. He’s the handsome playboy of Hollywood and women around the world want to be with him. Every woman it seems, except for Piper Meadows. Piper wants nothing to do with a man like Oracle. And that’s why she pretends she has no idea who he is when she first meets him. She didn’t know that would make Oracle see her as a challenge. She didn’t know that her lack of interest would lead to an offer of friendship that she would find hard to refuse.

      

      Piper Meadows thought she knew what a man like Oracle Lion wanted. She thought she knew what a real playboy was like, but Oracle confounded all of those ideas. For, while Oracle is a playboy; he’s so much more than that. As their friendship grows more confusing, neither one of them is prepared for what happens next. As they get to know each other, they find themselves caught up in a web of hot passion, lies, and love. Then comes an explosion of secrets that are going to rock both of their worlds. They have no idea that both of their lives are about to be turned upside down.
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      You know a man will be good in bed if he can dance. There’s something about the way a man can move back and forth while holding the small of your back that alerts you to the fact that he can multitask. When a man knows how to both turn you on and move you effortlessly across the room, you know you have a winner.

      That’s just my theory, of course. I’m not exactly an expert at men. I’m still single. Still bouncing around between emotionally unavailable men, cocky bastards, and cheap asses who like to make you think you’re lucky to be spending your money on them. Yeah, no thanks. I’ll keep my hundred dollars to myself and have some fun at Sephora, shopping for overpriced makeup to make myself look beautiful for the next man who’s going to attempt to show me a good time.

      I’m not jaded. I do believe he exists, somewhere out there, stuck between Mars and an ever-expanding Venus. I should have known, though, that the man who’d finally sweep me off of my feet wasn’t going to be the regular sort of Prince Charming.

      And that’s what I’m here to preach to the world. (Don’t worry, I’m not going to jump onto a pulpit and quote verses from the Bible; I’d be laughed out of church or banished. Somehow, I don’t think the reverend would be happy to hear me talk about my tongue test … but I digress). I’m here to say that sometimes the man who sweeps you off your feet is not the man you think he’s going to be. Sometimes the man who turns your world upside down can also turn it right side up—though why he’s turning it upside down in the first place is anyone’s guess.

      Now, this next one might shock you, but sometimes the man you hate with a passion is the man that you will love with a passion. Trust me, I never believed it either.

      Until it happened.

      Look, I’ve always wanted to be in love. I’ve always dreamed of the moment the man of my dreams would sweep me up into his arms and never let me go. I just had no idea that the man that was to take my breath away would be him.
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      Oracle

       

      “I’ll have a red velvet … no, wait, a lemon drop … no wait—a mint chocolate cupcake.” The woman in front of me giggled slightly as she threw her hands up in the air. “You know what, I’ll take all three of them, sorry.” She turned around slightly and gave me a sweet smile. “Sorry about that, I’m having a horrible time deciding what I want today.” There was an earnest expression in her brown eyes.

      I shrugged as she played around with her hair. “No worries,” I said, my voice deeper than usual. I felt like a bit of an idiot in my LA Dodgers baseball cap and huge dark aviators. I also had a fake mustache on my face, and I was wearing an old red and white plaid shirt. I knew looked like some sort of hillbilly just come to town from North Dakota, but I didn’t care. It was better than being recognized and accosted by every wannabe actor in town.

      And seeing as I lived in Los Angeles, that meant I was avoiding a tremendous amount of people.

      “Let me buy your cupcakes.” The lady turned back to me again with an impish smile. “I was reading an article yesterday about this Starbucks in Seattle that has had the pay-it-forward coffee movement going for two weeks straight.” She kept babbling on while I just stared at her without a word. I had no idea what she was talking about. “So, what do you want?”

      “What do I want?” I repeated her words and looked her over. She was pretty, in that fresh-from-the-farm sort of way. She had no makeup on, but her face was fresh and clean, with naturally glowing pink cheeks. Her lips looked like they had a touch of lip gloss and her unruly black hair cascaded down her back. She stood in front of me in a pair of tight blue jeans and a plain white T-shirt that clung delightfully to her curves. If I’d been a different guy, I might have tried to chat her up, but I wasn’t.

      “Yeah, what sort of cupcake do you want? Or do you want multiple cupcakes? It’s so hard to choose, isn’t it?”

      “I’m getting a dozen, so I think I’ll pay for myself, but thanks.” I nodded to let her know that the conversation was over, but she didn’t seem to get the hint.

      “Wow, a dozen. Lucky ducky! Are you having a party?” She looked at me again and I could see her taking in my full appearance. I wondered what she thought as she stared at me. There was no way she knew she was standing in front of Oracle Lion. No way she knew she was chatting with Hollywood royalty.

      “No party. I’m going to eat them all myself,” I lied, and she just looked at me with wide eyes, processing what I’d said. “I live on cupcakes, you see, I don’t eat anything else.”

      “You what?” Her jaw dropped, and I started laughing at her expression. 

      “You shouldn’t be so gullible, lady.” I started to take my sunglasses off so that we could make actual eye contact, but then I remembered I had on a disguise. “Of course, I don’t just eat cupcakes.”

      “Funny.” She grinned, not seeming to be annoyed that I’d called her gullible. I liked that she didn’t take herself too seriously. It was refreshing to meet a woman who didn’t overreact to every comment I made. “Are you a comedian?”

      “Yeah, I’m Chris Rock. I just changed skin colors in the bathroom, you know how it goes.”

      “Changed skin colors?” She just shook her head as she smiled. “Really?”

      “Well, he’s black and I’m white, so you would have thought something was off if I hadn’t mentioned it.”

      “Yeah, but I think the biggest thing that’s off is that he’s funny and you’re not.” She laughed. “Oh, LA,” she said to herself and I didn’t have to ask her what she meant. Los Angeles was full of weirdos, otherwise known as unique personalities, and she most probably had me lumped into that group.

      “I’m not a racist, by the way. I know you may think that because of my bad joke.”

      “Don’t worry, I don’t think you’re a racist. I don’t think you’re funny either, but still not a racist.”

      “What’s your name?” I asked her curiously. She had a nice smile and, well, the longer I stared at her body, the more I realized that she was a sexy bombshell as well.

      “Piper. You?”

      “Uh, Jimbo,” I said the first name that came to mind. “Jimbo Clampett.” I held my hand out. “Nice to make your acquaintance, ma’am.”

      “Jimbo Clampett?” She didn’t sound convinced, but she didn’t question me. “So, are you sure I can’t buy you a cupcake, Jimbo?”

      “Jethro,” I said what I was thinking out loud and I saw her small smile turn to a frown for a second.

      “Sorry, what?” It was her turn to be confused. 

      “Jimbo Jethro.” I nearly drawled the name but knew that would be too much. I was playing a role now, and while I didn’t know this woman from Adam, I was drawn to our weird conversation. “I’m Jimbo Jethro, and I’m from North Dakota.”

      “Really, now?” Her mouth curled up at the side, and I watched as she shook her head slightly. “Jimbo Jethro Clampett from North Dakota, huh?” She grinned. “Do you live in Beverly Hills as well?”

      “Why, no, ma’am,” I said.

      It was then that I noticed that the shop assistant was staring at us both, a bemused expression on her face. I could see her looking at my attire for a few seconds and then her expression changed. Her face grew still and I could tell that she was trying to imagine me without the glasses and cap. She was a local and probably dealt with a lot of stars in odd costumes coming in to buy their world-renowned cupcakes. Well, the stars with no personal assistants. Maybe I really did need to invest in one.

      “You’re funny, you know that?” Piper grinned at me and then laughed, a long, slow, delicious laugh that made me want to laugh as well. Piper’s enthusiasm for life was contagious, and a part of me wondered how she would act if she knew who I was. “You’re not Chris Rock, but you’re funny.”

      “Thanks,” I said and then because I couldn’t stop myself, “and you’re pretty funny yourself. Cute, too.”

      “Well, I do my best.”

      She started playing with her hair again and I wanted to reach over and pull on one of her corkscrew curls. She was more than cute. She was beautiful in that completely unaware way. And her body was dynamite. I could only imagine the sorts of fun that we could have if I took her back to my place. I could imagine, but of course, I wouldn’t do it. No matter how much I wanted to. And then she started nibbling on her lower lip and playing with her hair at the same time as she noticed the tub of banana pudding. I could see her debating in her head whether or not she should get some. 

      “Got a craving, huh?” I whispered into her ear as I took a step toward her. My whisper must have startled her because she jumped back into me as my breath tickled her ear. I can’t lie, I was hoping for that response.

      “Oh, well, you know.” She looked nervous now and I could see her eyes darting to my lips. Lips that were now quite close to hers. “I love banana pudding, but I’m already getting cupcakes, and Alexa will be a little upset if I bring too many sweets back. She tries to avoid sugar, you see.”

      “I see,” I said, not caring about Alexa or her dislike of sugar. “You should get what you want. Life is too short to not be happy. Shoot, if you want banana pudding and cupcakes and ice cream and whipped cream, you should get it. Especially the whipped cream.” I stared at her to see if she made the connection in my reference to whipped cream, but it seemed to go over her head. Poor girl was probably too innocent for a man like me.

      “Yes, true.”

      “I like to go after what I want,” I said, and I watched as she licked her lips. “Are you the same?”

      “I, uh, I …” She tripped over her words, and I was about to go in for the kill, when I saw my buddy Jackson headed toward the door. If he walked in, I knew he would be recognized, and I knew he would out me. I didn’t want that. I didn’t want Piper’s expression changing to one of excitement that she was talking to a Hollywood star. I didn’t want our whole innocent interaction tainted. It had been fun, and it had been the first time I felt I’d been up to let my guard down in a while.

      “I’ve got to run, hon, but have a good day,” I said quickly then made a beeline for the door to make sure that Jackson didn’t make it inside first. I could see the look of disappointment on her face, and I felt a hardening in my groin that told me that she wasn’t the only one upset that I’d had to leave. It had been for the best, though. There was no way she would have wanted to eat a shit-ton of cupcakes around me if she’d known who I really was.

      For some reason, women didn’t tend to eat much around me at all.
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      I sat on the couch, cupcake-less, and thought about Piper, the hottie in the cupcake store. She’d been fun, but there was no point thinking about her or what could have been; the moment was gone. I was curious how she would have reacted if she’d known who I really was. Would she have gushed all over me, hoping to be my playmate for the evening?

      I made my way through the gossip websites to see if I was mentioned, and then stopped when I saw my name on the top of one of the pages.

      “Hollywood Heartthrob Oracle Lion dumps another model,” read the top headline on a national news website. I clicked on the article and saw a photo of Cassie Cash and me on the beach in Kauai, Hawaii, and skimmed the first paragraph. I couldn’t stop myself from laughing at the words that the reporter had used to describe my relationship with Cassie. “Hot and heavy since they met in London”? “Late nights spent skinny dipping”? Complete and utter fabrications. I didn’t even know Cassie that well. We’d both been hired by a top designer to do a photos hoot for a new summer wear line, and while we’d flirted on the beach and gone to dinner one night, that had been it. She was a hottie, but I hadn’t even tried to kiss her; she’d been too ditzy and plastic, even for me.

      I shut down my laptop without bothering to read the rest of the article. It didn’t matter to me. In fact, it was great for my image to be in the news all the time. I didn’t care if it was for my movies or my women. I knew I’d have to call my mom, though; even after all these years, she still believed all the trash gossip these wannabe reporters wrote about me. And she still got upset. I sighed at the thought of having to explain to her once again that no, I hadn’t just dumped another model, and no, I wasn’t dating anyone special and no, I was not planning on getting married and having kids any time soon. I didn’t plan on it ever, but I knew she didn’t want to hear that.

      “Yo, Oracle, Bruno says there are three chicks at the door. He wants to know if he should let them in?”

      My best friend Jackson Camden walked into my study looking up from his cell phone with a quizzical look. I shook my head. Bruno was Jackson’s personal bodyguard and was always around. He was a cool guy, but he took his job way too seriously. Though I suppose that his job as the bodyguard of one of the most famous rock stars in the world was pretty important.

      “Nah, they aren’t with me.” I shook my head. “Most probably some groupies or reporters.”

      “Pity.” He grinned. “Would have been nice to get the party started right tonight.” He winked at me, and I groaned. “What? You know you want to have fun tonight as well.”

      “It’s not like when we were in college, dude. We can’t just hook up with randoms.” I laughed as we walked through the doorway down the hall to my kitchen. “Paparazzi will be there, ready and waiting.”

      “Pity.” Jackson chuckled to himself and pulled out two beers from my fridge. “Dude, you have nothing but beer in here.”

      “Yeah, I know. Rosa needs to go shopping. She’s been on vacation with her family.” I shrugged as I caught the IPA he’d thrown me. “She’s back next week.”

      Rosa was my housekeeper, and she basically kept my place clean and stocked. Without her, I wouldn’t know what to do. I’d have dirty towels and no food, ever. Though I’m pretty sure my mom would love for me to fire Rosa so she could come on over and take care of everything. There was no way in hell that I was going to let that happen, though. I liked my independence way too much.

      “You’re spoiled, you know that, right, Zach?” Jackson used my real name as he chugged on his beer. “I’m hungry.”

      “Then order a pizza or something.” I rolled my eyes. “I’m not here to feed you. You can do it yourself.” We walked back down the hall into my den, and he sat on the black leather couch while I sat on the large red concrete chair shaped like the palm of a hand. My interior decorator had said would be a great statement piece in my house. She’d been correct; it stood out in the plain room, but not in a good way. I thought the chair was ugly and uncomfortable, but then again, it went with the house. I’d bought it about a year ago, but it had never really felt like a home.

      “So, what are we doing tonight? We gotta have fun. I’m flying out tomorrow.”

      “You’re leaving tomorrow?” I adjusted myself on the hard surface and stared at his spiked black hair and all-black leather outfit. “I thought you were here for a month?”

      “Nah, going back to New York tomorrow evening. Going to be on The Today Show on Monday.” He shrugged as if it was no big deal, which, of course, it wasn’t. We’d both been on TV more times than we could count. To be honest, it was boring to be on TV now. Almost everything about being rich and famous was boring. “So where are we going? Brad was telling me about some cool new club in We-Ho that I thought we could check out. Meet a couple of ladies, have them begging to be with us.”

      “Begging to be with us?” I scoffed and then laughed. It wasn’t like his words weren’t true. Every woman wanted to be with Jackson Camden and Oracle Lion, the so-called foxes of Hollywood. I was used to it by now. “Sounds cool. Haven’t hooked up in a while.”

      “What’s it been? A week?” Jackson asked with a raised eyebrow and we both laughed. “So, how’s the new movie going? Started shooting yet?”

      “No, they just changed directors.” I shook my head. “Who knows what’s going to happen next. I’m looking at some scripts myself, going to try my hand at directing or something like that.”

      “Yeah?” He nodded and took another chug. “Finally. You’ve been saying that since college.”

      “I know.”

      I looked at the original 1941 poster of Citizen Kane hanging on my wall. At the top of the poster, it said, “Everybody’s Talking About It! It’s Terrific,” and next to the words was an image of Orson Welles. Citizen Kane had been the movie that had changed my life as a kid. I could still remember watching it with my mom. She had always loved the old movies and I loved sharing them with her. I’d been mesmerized by the screen, the black-and-white images and Orson Welles. He hadn’t been a particularly handsome man, but he captured your attention and never let it go.

      Ever since I’d seen that movie, I’d wanted to make movies. Real, hardcore, deep, thought-provoking movies. Movies that made people talk about issues, movies that made people talk about me. I’d achieved one of the two, but the movies I made now were empty and tasteless. I wanted something different in my life. I looked around the large room at the obscene paintings and sculptures that made people talk. The bright red accent wall that offended my vision every time I sat in here. Everything about my life was fake and for show and in a way shallow.

      “So, you’re going to direct Babymaker Four, then?” Jackson laughed so hard at his joke that he tipped forward. His eyes met mine with an expression of mirth and I just smiled at him in response. Jackson knew how much I hated the Babymaker movies, but they were what was responsible for my substantial bank account. America loved me as the babymaker, and while the movies had catapulted my career, he knew I wasn’t happy.

      “Sorry, dude. I know it’s not funny.” He sighed and sat back, his eyes suddenly looking sad. “Who would have thought this would be where we’d end up, eh?”

      All the life seemed to have been sucked out of him at that moment. We were only thirty-five, but both of us were disillusioned with life and our respective careers. When we’d enrolled as freshmen at the University of Central Florida and formed a student band, we’d never dreamed that we’d make it this big. Never in our wildest dreams had we thought that we’d be A-list stars with the world at our feet.

      Only we didn’t really have the world at our feet. 

      “Funny.” I shook my head and sighed. “No, I’m not going to be making bloody Babymaker Four.”

      “I thought I saw on Access Hollywood that you signed a thirty-million-dollar deal and you’re starring with Frenchie?” He tilted his head to the side. “Did they get it wrong?”

      “No.” My voice was abrupt as I stood up. “I don’t wanna talk about it. Wanna hit up Chateau Marmont for dinner? My treat.”

      “Your treat?” Jackson laughed. “As if. I’m your guest, I got it.”

      “Are you really my guest if I never invited you?” I raised an eyebrow at him and we both laughed. Jackson walked over to me and swung an arm around my back.

      “I’ve missed you, brother,” he said as he patted my shoulders. “It’s been too long.”

      “Well, who told you to go and be an international rock star?”

      “You could always join the band again. We could go on tour together.”

      “Nah, those days are past me. You know I only did the music for fun.”

      “I know, I know. Your heart is with the movies.”

      “Yeah, something like that.” I nodded. “Okay, I’m off to shower and get changed. You know where your room is. Feel free to use any of the five other bathrooms on offer.”

      “Cool. Also, just want to check that …” His voice trailed off as I held my hand up with a chuckle.

      “Yes, Jackson. Feel free to bring back any chicks tonight, but just make sure they’re gone by the morning, please. I don’t need a repeat of what happened last time.”

      “Got it, got it.” He grinned. “And hey, I didn’t know that one of the girls stayed. I honestly thought that all of them had gone. I counted five heads leaving after our quickie in the shower.”

      “Yeah, you counted five heads, but you had six women over.” I tried not to roll my eyes. “I really don’t know how you do it.”

      “I don’t remember you being so sanctimonious that night. Didn’t you have a threesome with those two waitresses?”

      “Perhaps.” I laughed. “Just make sure they’re all gone in the morning.”

      “Yes, sir.” He saluted me like I was some sort of captain. “Here’s to making sure my harem is all gone in the morning.”

      “Yeah, please make sure. I’m going to the beach shack tomorrow night after you leave, so don’t want any unwelcome guests staying over.”

      “You ever going to let me see that place?” Jackson asked, and I just laughed without answering.

      He knew the answer to that. The beach shack was my private domain. The only people that knew of its location was me and my attorney. No one had ever visited. Not even my mother. It was the only place I had where I could truly relax and switch off. It was my own personal sanctuary. Without it, I would have lost my mind.

      I walked out of the room and headed toward my bedroom, barely even glancing at the African masks that adorned the hallway leading to my exclusive wing of the house. They always freaked me out if I looked at them too closely. I felt as if there were African spirits contained in their empty faces, waiting to come out and ask me why I had such a large collection of Yoruba and Maasai masks when I’d never so much as visited the African continent.

      As I reached my bedroom, I pulled out my phone and saw two missed calls. One was from my mother and the other one, well, the other one was from someone I had no wish to speak to ever again.

      I threw the phone onto my mattress and walked into the bathroom, pulling my clothes off as I walked. I turned on the shower and stood underneath the too-hot water, letting it scald my skin as if that would somehow help to cleanse me of all the things I hated about myself.
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      “On my way.” 

      “Hurry,” I typed back, slightly annoyed.

      “Tonight we’re going to get laid.”

      “Are you sure you didn’t already?”

      “Nope, date was a bore.”

      “Oh?”

      “I’ll tell you all over a cocktail.”

      “Hurry, I’m falling asleep.”

      “Nearly there.”

      “Where are you??”

       

      The last text had been sent over an hour ago, and I was debating whether or not to just leave the club. The night was starting out with as much promise as an almost empty fridge with a lone, moldy apple sitting in it. It was ten thirty and my best friend, Alexa, still hadn’t arrived.

      I stifled a yawn as I looked around the hot new club, surrounded by pulsing young bodies that were high on life, alcohol, and drugs. The bass of the music felt too loud to my ears, but I knew that was because I was an old fart at the grand age of twenty-eight. My black dress felt too tight and too skimpy, and my heels were already hurting my feet. I was ready to go home, but I knew Alexa would kill me if I went back to the hotel room before the night had even started.

      I looked at my phone again to see if she’d responded to my last text message. When she’d told me she would meet me at the club because she was going to meet a guy from Tinder for a drink in Beverly Hills, I’d thought it was a good idea, but now I wasn’t so sure. Maybe she should have just met me back at the hotel room. I walked toward the bar, debating between getting myself shit-faced drunk and just enjoying the night or going home and watching Friends. I closed my eyes for a few seconds and let the music pulse past me. I could almost imagine that I fit in with all the hot young things dancing around, but I knew that was just an illusion.

      My eyes popped open as I felt someone brushing past me and it took a while for me to adjust back to the strobe lights and laughing mannequins that surrounded me.

      I reached my hand up to touch my hair to see if it still felt silky and smooth or if it had frizzed up in the sweaty heat of the club. I was pleased to feel soft tresses beneath my fingers and smiled to myself. At least one thing was going right tonight.

      I wandered around the sides of the club, nodding my head to the beat of the music. The vibe in the club was contagious, and I wanted to go dancing in the crowds, but I didn’t really want to go by myself. It would be much more fun with Alexa. As I walked past two girls drinking lemon drop cocktails, I thought back to the strange man I’d met earlier in the cupcake store. The interaction had been so weird, but he’d stuck with me. I’d barely been able to tell what he’d looked like, but his personality had been witty, and surprisingly I’d found myself quite attracted to him.

      Especially when he’d whispered in my ear. In fact, I’d been quite shocked at how turned on I’d been at the feel of his warm breath. I’d been disappointed when he just ran out of the store. Even though I hadn’t seen his face and he’d had the weirdest redneck mustache, he had sported a body that was fitter than fit and, well, I’d had a feeling that he’d quite fancied me as well. I sighed as I felt my body growing warm at my thoughts. I needed to find somebody real to hook up with. That guy was long gone.

      I was doing a look over in the crowd to see if Alexa had made it yet when two tall blonde girls brushed past me giggling as they danced to the Pitbull song pumping through the speakers.

      “And so I said to Zoila, well, duh, I’m going to take the audition, I mean, it’s for Scorsese,” blonde number one said.

      “No way, Martin Scorsese?” Blonde number two gawked at her.

      “No.” Tall blonde number one laughed. “Big Boobs Scorsese, you know, the guy that does those Spring Break videos.”

      “Oh yeah, yeah, he’s rich.” Blonde number two grinned at her. “I think I saw he was a judge at Martini’s wet T-shirt contest last week. My friend Lisa won. She got like, five hundred dollars and a free T-shirt.”

      I pressed my lips together to stop myself from laughing and turned away from them, about to pull out my phone to text Alexa that I was going to leave. This club was far out of my comfort zone, and I just wasn’t having fun at all. I wasn’t even in a dancing mood, if I was honest with myself. And not one of the young hot studs milling around had so much as glanced at me.

      “Would you like a drink?”

      The words were smooth and sexy. I turned to brush off my suitor with a small smile. I never accepted drinks from strangers. It just wasn’t smart. How were you to know that they hadn’t dropped a roofie in it or something? I didn’t want to end up in the back of a car I didn’t know. But even though I was going to say no to the drink, I was happy to have been asked.

      “N … Oh.” My eyes made contact with the man who had offered me the drink and my jaw dropped.

      “Is oh a yes or a no?”

      His eyes twinkled as he smiled down at me, obviously having had this reaction from multiple women throughout his life. I blinked rapidly as I stared back up at him. I could barely believe my eyes. Jackson Camden was standing in front of me. The Jackson Camden. The rock star Jackson Camden. Jackson Camden of my teenage dreams and, if I’m honest, several late-night fantasies.

      “I, uh…” I mumbled and swallowed hard as I shook my head. “I…” I started again, but my voice trailed off as I noticed that I had lost his attention already.

      “Jackson Camden, is that you?” A tall, slinky blonde joined us at the bar and ran her fingers down his back as she purred up at him, lips pouted and boobs pressing into him. I had to admit that I was slightly envious of her confidence. There was no way that I would feel comfortable pushing myself on a famous rock star like that.

      “Yes, it’s me.” He had completely turned away from me now, and I watched as he smiled at her.

      “Can I have your autograph?”

      I watched as she giggled and flirted with him. I couldn’t look away even though I was starting to feel like a bit of a voyeur.

      “Sure, where do you want it?” He took the pen from her hand and my jaw dropped once again as the lady pulled her top down and asked him to sign her breast. 

      “Better luck next time,” a voice whispered into my ear from behind me. I jumped, let out a small scream, and dropped my purse in surprise. I bent down to pick it up.

      “Excuse me?” I glared up at the man next to me, not looking at him properly as I stood back up, clutching my bag tightly to my chest. Had he been watching me watch Jackson and the blonde this whole time?

      “I said, better luck next time.” His voice was deep and mocking, and his tone was already irritating me. 

      “Better luck next time?” I finally made contact with his sharp, azure blue eyes and my heart skipped a beat as I realized who I was talking to. The number one actor in all of Hollywood, Oracle Lion. He looked taken aback as our eyes made contact, and he seemed to be searching for something in my gaze. I offered him a small smile, but he didn’t smile back and I stood there, feeling uncomfortable.

      “Just think, that could have been your breast he was signing if you’d been able to open your mouth a bit faster.” His lips twisted up at the side and he looked as cocky in person as I had always imagined him to be from his movie posters and TV interviews.

      “I don’t want him signing my breasts.” I spoke stiffly, not knowing what to say. I wanted to tell him off for being rude, but how did you tell off a big star?

      “You’d rather have him doing other things to your breasts?” He grinned and licked his lips in a deeply suggestive manner. I shuddered in response. My shudder was directed to both him and myself. I couldn’t believe that he would be so blatant with me, and I couldn’t believe that I sort of liked it. Most probably because of my earlier flirtation, my body was in high gear.

      “No!” I said sharply. “That’s really out of order.”

      “What is?” he said with a small wink. “You need to loosen up, lady.” He stared at my lips and I wanted to slap the smirk off of his face. “Or maybe you need something sweet to eat.” He said the words slowly and suggestively.

      There was something in the way that he spoke that sounded so familiar to me, but I shook it off as just being smitten with his movies. Instead of responding to him, I turned away from him. I was pleased to see that the blonde was gone. Jackson was still there, and I took a deep breath before tapping on his shoulder. 

      “I’ll have that drink now.” I smiled up at him and he looked back at me with a smile.

      “I thought you’d never say yes,” he teased with a crooked smile, and I laughed loudly so that the other man would see that I could be fun, even if he didn’t think so.

      “Aren’t you going to introduce me to your friend, Jackson?” The man behind me said, and I groaned.

      Why was he still here? Though I could probably guess. He was obviously there with Jackson. I didn’t know that they were friends, but didn’t all famous people seem to know each other? Thinking about it, hadn’t they been in a band together years ago?

      “Sure, if I can get her name.”

      Jackson grinned at me, and I felt my face flush with pleasure. It was kind of cool that a hot rock star wanted to know my name. Actually, it was more than kind of cool, it was super cool and awesome, and I wanted to text Alexa and jump up and down. Nothing like this had ever happened to me before in my life.

      “Piper.” I smiled at him sweetly, my heart racing rapidly. “I’m Piper.”

      “Peter Piper picked a peck of pickled peppers,” began the man behind me, and I ignored him. He was trying to rile me up for some reason. I just didn’t know why. 

      “Nice name.” Jackson smiled at me. “I’m Jackson, and that’s my good friend, Oracle.”

      I turned around reluctantly and looked at the annoying man behind me again. This time I allowed my eyes to look him over fully, while he did the same to me.

      Of course, I had known as soon as I’d seen him that he was Oracle Lion. I would have had to have lived under a rock not to know who he was. Oracle Lion was an A-list actor, former rock star, and a complete and utter playboy. He was in the newspaper almost every other week with a different model or actress on his arm. And he was known as the most eligible bachelor in Hollywood. He was sex on legs and standing next to him I felt his presence and charisma oozing from every pore of his body.

      If it had been hard to believe that Jackson Camden was here, then it was even harder to believe that the handsome, gorgeous, and completely untameable Oracle Lion was standing right next to me. It was hard to believe, but it was true. I guess the gossip rags weren’t always true. They said that Oracle never deigned to go to public establishments anymore. He only liked to attend exclusive parties and private clubs.

      I guess they’d been wrong.

      “Hi, what’s your name again?” Oracle held his hand out and tilted his head as he gave me a small nod.

      “Like I just said, I’m Piper.” I reached my hand out to shake his, and I felt a small buzz as our fingers touched. “And you are?” I gave him a small smile, faking politeness as he grinned. “I didn’t quite catch your name. Did Jackson say Urkel?” I gave him a blank stare, hoping he bought my I-have-no-idea-who-you-are act.

      “No, I’m not Urkel.” He raised an eyebrow as he stared at me with the most intense gaze I’d ever experienced in my life. His blue eyes seemed to sparkle as he kept his focus on me. “I’m the starring fantasy of every woman’s dreams.”

      He winked at me, and I was glad that I had faked ignorance. He was an insufferable bore with an ego bigger than the sun. I could tell that already. And just because he was hot didn’t mean I was going to fall at his feet. I was over assholes, famous or not.

      “Oh, is that your name? It’s pretty long, isn’t it?” I raised an eyebrow at him and his eyes narrowed as he stared at me. The cocky smile left his face and I could see that he was taken aback.

      “Yes, it is pretty long, but I usually save that talk for the bedroom.” Oracle’s expression turned seductive, and I swallowed hard as I thought about being in his bedroom with both of us naked.

      “Whatever, Urrrkkkeeel,” I said, pretending that he hadn’t gotten me hot and bothered. “Were you named after Steve Urkel from Family Matters?”

      “You’re joking, right?” Oracle smirked at me, and I responded with a blank face.

      I couldn’t stand cocky guys. Especially guys like Oracle who thought they were God’s gift to women. I knew all about Oracle Lion. Everyone who owned a TV or saw a magazine knew that he had more women than some people had acquaintances. I wasn’t going to let him think I was going to be his next conquest.

      “Joking about what?” I shrugged and looked over at Jackson who was observing the conversation with a huge grin.

      “I think you’ve finally met someone who doesn’t know who you are, pal.” Jackson started laughing and punched Oracle in the shoulder.

      “Yes, it would seem that way.” Oracle looked into my eyes and this time he smiled sweetly. I could see why so many women fell for him; his very glance made me feel like he was gazing directly into my soul. “You don’t recognize me at all, do you?” His tone was curious as he tilted his head to look at me in a way that made me shiver. Was he really so full of himself that he thought I wouldn’t recognize him?

      “So what would you like to drink, Piper?” Jackson asked me again, and I was about to answer when I felt my phone vibrating through my purse. I pulled it out and saw that it was Alexa. Finally!

      “Where you at, biatch? I’m here.” That was Alexa—always so polite.

      “Excuse me, sorry. I think my friend is here,” I said as I texted her back.

      “Hey, I’m inside by the bar.”

      “Cool, get me a drink.”

      “What do you want?”

      “White wine. Or a White Russian. Or both. Or white wine with a white Russian in a hot tub. :)”

      “Okay. Also, you will never guess who is here!” I typed and prayed that Oracle wasn’t spying on me and staring at my screen while I typed.

      “Who??? Putin?”

      “Alexa! I’m rolling my eyes. Putin?”

      “Ha ha, then who?”

      “You’ll see. See ya in a few.” I typed and put my phone back in my purse.

      “So was that your boyfriend?” Jackson asked, his eyes on my hands as I shook my head, my face covered in a goofy smile. Alexa always made me laugh, even when I was mad at her for being late.

      “No, it’s my best friend, Alexa.” I could feel Oracle staring at me, but I didn’t look at him. “We’ve treated ourselves to a ladies’ weekend,” I explained, even though he hadn’t asked me any other questions. “I’m surprised to see you here. I thought you were based in New York.”

      To be honest, I had no idea if Jackson was based in NYC or LA, and I didn’t really care. However, I knew for a fact that Oracle was based in LA because I’d read an article only a couple weeks prior about some new ten-million-dollar house he’d bought in Studio City. The exterior had been beautiful, but the inside looked like a hot mess, full of ostentatious pop art and artifacts that belonged in a museum, not a home.

      Not that I would tell him that, no way, José I wasn’t going to admit that I was an avid reader of gossip mags and had more than once had a crush on a movie star when I was younger, including him. He couldn’t know that I knew what his bedroom looked like, not when I’d pretended that I didn’t even know who he was.

      “Ladies’ weekend?” he asked me, and I have to admit that I was surprised that he was showing any sort of interest in my life.

      “Piper, Piper, there you are!”

      Alexa ran over to me, bumping past people without a care as she made her way to me, her long blond hair flowing down her back. She was wearing a very short red dress and four-inch heels. Her mascara was caked on blacker than I’d ever seen it and her red lipstick screamed, Look at my pouty lips! She looked like she was hoping to be discovered and featured on the cover of Playboy magazine and I couldn’t help smiling. We were such opposites.

      “I have been looking all over for you.” She gave me a huge hug, and I knew she hadn’t noticed Jackson or Oracle as yet, even though they were standing right next to me and staring at us both.

      “I highly doubt you’ve been looking that long as you just arrived a minute ago.” I laughed as we air-kissed. 

      “So where’s my wine and Putin?”

      “Alexa.” I rolled my eyes at her. “No one would ever believe you were a grad student at Berkeley.”

      “Stop being so kind, Piper.” She winked at me and then she gasped and I knew that she had spotted at least one, if not both of the famous men next to me. “Oracle Lion, is that you? Oh my God!” She almost screamed as she stared at Oracle, and I knew he was grinning even without looking at his face. “Is this who you were talking about, Piper?” She grinned at me. “I knew this was the place to be.”

      “How do you do?” Oracle’s voice was smooth as he spoke to Alexa. “I assume you’re Pepper’s best friend?”

      “Pepper?” Alexa looked confused. “You mean Piper?”

      “Oh, yes, that was it.” I looked over at him now and I could see the smug look on his face as his eyes danced along my face. “Piper, of course.” He gave me a fake apologetic smile, and I did my best not to roll my eyes at him.

      “And I’m Jackson.” Jackson moved from next to me and inserted himself right next to Alexa. “Nice to make your acquaintance.”

      “You too. I’m Alexa.” Alexa grinned and then looked at me with a searching look as if to ask, How did this happen?

      I shrugged at her. I wasn’t sure why Jackson had approached me, and I was still quite shocked that more women hadn’t come up to the two of them. I mean, here they were, two huge megastars—but then I remembered that we were in West Hollywood and the last thing anyone did was approach stars. It just wasn’t done, though I could feel the stares of half the club on us now. I had been oblivious to the stares before because I’d been so annoyed waiting for Alexa, but now I could clearly see that both men and women were staring at the four of us with varying degrees of jealousy, surprise, excitement, and wonder. I could see the women wondering what Alexa and I had that they didn’t. They wanted to know how we were so lucky as to grab two of the hottest men in Hollywood’s attention. I wasn’t sure myself, but I wasn’t going to question it.

      “Would you like a drink?”

      “Oh…” She looked at me before answering. I could tell from the look on her face that she wanted to say yes. I knew that she fancied Jackson. I mean, who wouldn’t? But he was a rock star with a well-known penchant for one-night stands, and I didn’t see what the point of them getting to know each other would be. We’d be driving back up to Northern California the next day. “What do you think, Piper?”

      “I think Piper wants you to say no. She wants you all to herself.” Oracle winked at me and then continued. “And I can see why, you’re one sexy woman, Alexa.”

      “Excuse me?” I blinked at him, my eyes narrowing. “What does that mean?”

      “What does what mean?” He stared at me then, a small curve on the right side of his lips. “Are you saying that you would like to have a drink with us?”

      “Well, no, that’s not what I’m saying, but …”

      “So you’d rather have Alexa all to yourself?”

      “Why are you putting it like that?” I glared at him. “Like I’m …” My lips stopped moving as I could see that he was looking close to laughter.

      “Like you’re what?” he questioned.

      “Like I’m a lesbian.”

      “Is there anything wrong with being a lesbian?”

      “No, of course not, that’s not what I’m saying.”

      “I quite think that I’d be a lesbian if I were to become a woman,” he said with a huge grin. “I’d be a huge dyke.”

      “You can’t say that.” I shook my head at him. “You just love being controversial, don’t you?”

      “Am I controversial?” he asked, one eyebrow raised as he moved closer to me. “I don’t find myself to be very controversial.”

      “I think I’ll accept that drink,” Alexa said to Jackson, giving me a small smile. “Seems like you two are busy chatting.”

      “We’re not busy chatting.”

      I gave her a look, but she smiled sweetly for a second and then whispered something in Jackson’s ear. He looked back at me and Oracle and started laughing. I could feel myself growing heated as I knew they were laughing at me. What had she said to him? And what happened to girl code? Alexa should have been guiding me to the other side of the club or even out of it as soon as she saw how rude Oracle was being to me.

      “Where are you going?” I asked as she stepped back. 

      “Piper, please,” she mouthed at me, her light brown eyes twinkling as she gave me a look that said, Please, please do not ruin this for me.

      And I knew I had to suck it up. How often did either one of us have a hot, handsome A-lister interested in us, even if it was just for a hookup? Never, that was how often. Not that we were ugly or anything, but we were both just that bit too nerdy to attract loads of men.

      Well, I was too nerdy, at least. Alexa always got men. Even though she had been a history major like me, she didn’t look like the typical history buff. Not many people would guess that she was getting her PhD in European history. She didn’t even give off that sexy librarian vibe when her hair was in a bun. She was cute and fun-loving and sexy, but she was also very astute and aware of the opposite sex. She knew how to flirt and she knew how to flirt well. Unlike me. I was the definition of awkwardness, and I couldn’t flirt to save my life.

      “Fine, I’ll have a Moscow mule, please.”

      I gave her a pointed look that said, You better not just disappear on me. She was definitely going to hear it from me as it had been her idea for us to come down to LA for the weekend to have a break. We’d rented an Airbnb and gone shopping in San Francisco at the Westfield Mall for some new outfits to wear. I’d even gone to the hairdresser to get a blowout, even though my naturally curly hair had a mind of its own. We’d planned to go driving around the Hollywood Hills and then to Beverly Hills to look at stars’ homes. Then we were going to go to Santa Monica and Venice Beach to check out the piers. We weren’t going to swim, though, because you didn’t get a seventy-five-dollar blowout just to wash it out with a dunk in the water.

      We’d planned to write at some coffee shops and check out bookstores and then have a fun night out dancing and flirting with wannabe actors. I should have known that everything had sounded too good to be true. We’d left Oakland in my car and driven down the I-5 singing Ed Sheeran and Rihanna songs, ignoring the bad drivers who sped past us to only have to slow down when they hit the inevitable traffic that flooded the interstate between the Bay Area and Los Angeles.

      Everything had been great until we’d arrived at the Airbnb and realized that we only had one actual bedroom and the other bed was a couch with a foldout mattress in the living room. We’d flipped a coin for the bedroom and I’d won.

      I had taken a shower and when I’d come out of the bathroom, Alexa was standing there with a guilty but excited look on her face. She’d told me that she’d downloaded Tinder and had matched with several guys and that one had already asked her to meet up. When she’d asked if I minded her meeting him for a quick bite and drink before we went to the club, I hadn’t been happy, but what could I say? The fact that she’d taken hours on the date and now was flitting off with some new man minutes after she’d arrived at the club had me fuming. I didn’t see the point of even being here if all she’d wanted was to hook up with some guy. What sort of girl’s trip started and ended with a hookup?

      “Okay,” she said, and she disappeared to another side of the bar with Jackson Camden leading the way, his hand on her back. I pursed my lips and stifled a sigh as I saw her looking up at him with a winning flirtatious smile.

      “So, what happens between the two people left behind when their best friends leave them to go and hook up?” Oracle whispered into my ear as I continued to watch Alexa and Jackson walk away into the flashing lights.

      “They haven’t left us to hook up.” I looked up at him, annoyed at the smug look on his face.

      “Are you jealous?” There was a smirk on his face.

      “Jealous about what?”

      “That Jackson ditched you as soon as your friend arrived?”

      “He didn’t ditch me,” I said, but then I thought about the situation. He had been flirting with me initially, but as soon as he’d seen Alexa, he’d moved on. That should have made me jealous, but frankly, I was too annoyed to care. Yes, Jackson Camden was hot, but he wasn’t really my type. He seemed too out there for me. 

      “Aww, okay. Yeah, that’s you walking to the VIP section with him to have some champagne on the house.” Oracle nodded. “Sorry, I forgot.”

      “You really are an asshole, aren’t you?”

      “Am I?” He cocked his head to the side and smiled, the light never catching his eyes. “I don’t know about that. How’s about we make the most out of tonight and have a little fun?”

      “Are you joking?” I almost laughed at the look on his face. “Do you really think that I’m going anywhere with you?”

      “We can cut the crap,” he said as he moved closer to me, his lips almost next to mine as he stared into my eyes. “I know you know who I am. You’d have to live under a rock to not know. Let’s stop playing games and just cut to the chase.”

      “Does that normally work for you?” I licked my lips nervously as I spoke back to him. I couldn’t lie to myself. He was sexy and his blue eyes seemed to be looking directly into my soul. I’d never been so close to a man this handsome before and it made me nervous. If I was a different kind of girl, I’d definitely say yes to going back to his place for one night. I mean, how many people got to say they hooked up with a huge star?

      But then again, this was Oracle Lion, so probably a lot of women.

      “Do most women accept my offer of a hookup?” He chuckled as if the question I’d asked him was a joke. “Let’s just say most women don’t even wait for me to offer, it usually comes from them … Do you know how many panties I’ve been given?”

      “And you like that?” I said disdainfully. He really was a pig. “You just take them home with you.”

      “I don’t take anyone to my home,” he said, his lips thin. “I’m not inviting you to my home.”

      “So, where do you propose we have this hot sex then?”

      “Well, I didn’t say it would be sex, and I certainly didn’t say it would be hot, but I like the way your mind thinks.” He bit down on his lower lip and his mouth moved closer to my ear. “If you want to invite me back to your place to show you how hot it could be, let me know.”

      “I don’t think so.”

      “Well, then what do two people who have been ditched by their friends do?” he asked and his hand moved to my hair and started stroking it back behind my ear.

      His warm fingers on my skin felt nice, but as I looked at his face, I could see a distant look in his expression. I could have been anyone at that moment. I meant absolutely nothing to him. I could tell that I was just another woman to him. I was upset at that, but what was I expecting? That after ten minutes of chatting, I’d be special to him?

      “They go home and relax in a big comfy bed,” I said matter-of-factly.

      A part of me was annoyed with Alexa—we hadn’t had a girl’s night out in ages—but the other part of me was quite happy and excited for her. If she was going to ditch me, I’m glad it was to be with a hottie like Jackson. He looked like the sort of guy that could show her a good time, and she was in need of one of them.

      Both of us had been in a rut recently; our love lives were almost nonexistent, jobs and school weren’t satisfying, and at twenty-eight years of age, we were both at a bit of a standstill. That’s why we’d decided on this super fun weekend away, and I supposed this would help her, even if it didn’t help me, but oh well, I’d have plenty of fun in the Airbnb. I would enjoy watching Netflix and eating greasy pizza that I’d order from some online food delivery place.

      “Oh, is that an invite or a hint for an invite?” I felt Oracle’s hand on the small of my back.

      I gave him a look of distaste and stepped away. “Neither.” I stared at him for a few seconds and then grinned at the complete and utter confusion that had crossed his face. “I meant, we go back to our individual places and sleep in our individual beds.”

      “Alone?” His brows furrowed.

      “Yes, alone,” I said slowly and then just in case he didn’t understand. “I’m not hooking up with you, Oracle Lion.”

      “But let’s be real here, did I ask you to, Prickly Piper?”

      He gave me a disarming smile, and I just stared at his handsome face for a few seconds. I could understand why he was so popular. But I also knew I wasn’t his type. He went for sleek, skinny blondes who hung on his every word. I was five eight, with curves, a stomach that had never seen a six-pack, long black curly hair, and a mouth that lived to challenge everything he’d ever thought about women.

      “No, you didn’t, but I assumed that was the purpose of you trying to garner an invitation back to my hotel room.”

      “Hotel room?” He blinked. “You don’t live in LA?”

      “No.” I laughed. “I’m based in Northern California.”

      “Oh?” He smiled briefly as he nodded to himself. I wondered what he was thinking about and what he’d been agreeing with himself about. “Are you going to say where?”

      “No.” I shrugged. “Does it matter?”

      “You don’t like me, do you?” He seemed genuinely interested in my answer.

      “I don’t know you. I don’t feel any way about you.”

      “You don’t fancy me?” 

      “Fancy you? What are you, English?”

      “Actually, yes.” He grinned. “My mom is English. Well, kind of.”

      “Oh.”

      I hadn’t known that, but I couldn’t express surprise because then I’d be admitting that I knew who he was in the first place. And what did he mean by kind of? How could you “kind of” be English?

      “But don’t change the subject. Don’t you fancy me?” He stepped closer to me and I felt a warm feeling curling in my belly as I waited for him to touch me. The anticipation was killing me, and I knew that I was all over the place in my mind and in my heart; I told myself that I didn’t want him to touch me, but my whole body was anticipating it.

      “You’re handsome, if that’s what you’re asking, but you know that. I’m just not interested in whatever you have to offer.” I grabbed the glass that was in his hand and downed all of it. It was so uncharacteristic of me and I think I shocked both him and myself. “And with that, I think I’m going to head home.” 

      “Do you want a ride?”

      Oracle looked gobsmacked at my words and I wanted to laugh. I couldn’t seriously be the first woman to turn down his advances, could I?

      “Nope, no, nein.” I shook my head and looked around the club to see if I could see Alexa.

      She was nowhere in sight, and I wasn’t just going to stand around waiting for her. She could do what she wanted with Jackson. I wasn’t going to be some fool who just waited around on her. She was a big girl and could take care of herself. She’d already wasted enough of my time this evening, and I wasn’t going to allow her to waste any more of it. I’d speak to her in the morning about how much she’d disappointed me, but for now, I was out.

      “Well, I would say it was nice meeting you, but …” Oracle stared at me for a few seconds, and I laughed loudly.

      “Same. I would say it but it wouldn’t be true, would it?” I lifted my hand and gave him a small wave. “See ya!”

      I turned around and exited the club as quickly and gracefully as I could, with my head held up. I could feel his eyes on me as I left and I so badly wanted to look back to see if he was staring at me, but I didn’t want to give him that satisfaction. 

      As I made my way through the crowds of people waiting to get into the club, disappointment hit me. Maybe I had made a mistake. Maybe I should have accepted his offer. My life was in a rut and I needed a change and it wasn’t like I didn’t think he was hot as hell.

      I sighed as I walked toward Santa Monica Boulevard so that I could catch an Uber in a less packed area. It didn’t matter now. I had already left the club, and it wasn’t like he’d come running after me. I laughed at that thought. Imagine if he had come running out after me; while that would have seemed romantic in a movie, it would have been creepy in real life. So creepy. And at least I’d left having rejected him. I’d taken him down a peg or two, and that made me feel good. He was way too cocky for his own good. Way too cocky.

      Just because he was a hot movie star didn’t mean he could just get anyone he wanted.
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      Oracle

       

      Of course, I’d known Piper was the woman from the cupcake shop as soon as I’d seen her chatting with Jackson. She’d stepped up her game tonight, wearing a slinky tight dress that left nothing to the imagination. As soon as I’d seen her there, smiling and laughing, I’d grown hard and perhaps a little jealous of Jackson. I’d been happy when she’d dismissed him, though I’d been surprised that she’d given me such a frosty reception. She’d been so open and sweet in the cupcake store. But then that had been when she’d thought I was someone else. Now she’d met me as Oracle, she hadn’t seemed as carefree and warm. In retrospect, she’d had quite a bit of an attitude toward me.

      Now the woman with the blazing brown eyes was sprinting out of the club as she fled from me. I was amused at her obvious lie about not knowing who I was. I’d seen the way her eyes had widened as she’d seen me for the first time. She’d known who I was. I knew that for a fact. What surprised me was that she had pretended not to know me and then had dismissed my offer of getting to know her better. Women never dismissed me. Normally, they were all over me.

      Piper was a bit of an anomaly. She had been dressed up for a night on the town and had looked stunning with her long black wavy locks and deep brown eyes. Many of the men in the club had noticed her just as Jackson and I had, but she’d seemed oblivious to all of us.

      There had been genuine shock and pleasure on her face when Jackson had spoken to her. And what looked like awe. An awe she hadn’t expressed when she’d noticed me. I had to admit that I was a bit pissed off that she’d blatantly dismissed me, even when her friend had almost jumped into Jackson’s arms. It seemed to me that Piper was a woman who very much needed a good fucking to loosen her up. I’d have been willing to take on the job, but obviously, she didn’t know a good time when it presented itself. Not that I cared. She was insignificant in my world and life. I’d never see her again, and I’d most probably never think of her again, either. I looked around the club to see if I could spy Jackson anywhere or if I should leave, but before I had time to make my move to peruse the club, two redheads approached me.

      “Oracle Lion, is that you?” The tall one with the big green eyes touched my shoulder. “I can’t believe it’s really you!”

      “Who else would I be?” I said blinking at her, no smile on my face.

      “You’re funny.” The other one had an eager smile on her slightly chubby face as she looked up at me. “Oracle Lion, who knew you were so funny?”

      “Obviously, not I,” I said and withheld a sigh as they both burst out laughing. “But apparently to you two, I’m the next Chris Rock or Richard Pryor.”

      “Richard who?” the tall redhead said, confused.

      “You know who, Cindy. The guy who owns that airline and that private island.”

      “Richard Branson?” I looked around the room, annoyed. On most nights, I didn’t care how dumb and ditzy the women were that I slept with, but I wasn’t in the mood right now. I needed to find Jackson and see if he was still with Piper’s friend. Maybe she could give me some more information on why Piper had been so rude.

      “So … I’m an actress as well.” The chubby girl batted her eyelids at me. “I’d love to audition for you sometime. Like at your place or something …” She grinned up at me hopefully. “I’m even free tonight.”

      “I don’t think so.” I shook my head and almost sighed in relief as Jackson and Alexa came back into sight. “Hey.” I beckoned to Jackson, and I could see the huge grin on his face as he took in the sight before him.

      “Oracle Lion, my word. I leave you behind for ten minutes and you’ve already got yourself a harem of ladies.” Jackson slapped me on the shoulder and I watched as the two redheads jaws dropped in major excitement. I looked over at Alexa, who had a bemused expression on her face as she stood there sipping a fruity looking cocktail.

      “Where’s Piper?” she asked casually, no actual worry or concern on her face.

      “She left,” I said with a small shrug. “She seemed to think that you and Jackson had disappeared for the night … not that I can blame her.” I looked over at Jackson and then back at Alexa in her tight little dress.

      “I didn’t leave her.” Alexa cursed under her breath and handed me her drink. “Hold this, please, I need to text her.”

      “Sure, sure,” I said holding the drink and turning my back to the two redheads that Jackson was now flirting with outrageously. I wondered if Alexa felt jealous or sad that she had already lost his attention. Jackson Camden was notorious for his one-night stands, and he often had multiple ones in a single night. I thought I was bad about relationships, but Jackson didn’t seem to care about women at all. The way he treated them and their feelings was pretty horrific, even by my standards, but that didn’t seem to stop women from wanting him.

      “Shit, she’s gone.” Alexa shook her head and sighed, her eyes meeting mine with an exasperated look. “Why didn’t you talk to her or something?”

      “I did talk to her.” I stared back at her, my face expressionless. “She wanted to leave.”

      “Fuck it.” She nibbled on her lower lip and glanced over at Jackson. I could tell from her face that she was having a moral dilemma. Should she leave now and go and make things right with her best friend? Or should she stay and have a shot at a night with Jackson? I had a pretty good guess at which direction she was going to take. They all took the same path when it came to Jackson.

      “She’s a big girl. I’m sure she’ll be okay,” I said as I handed her back her drink. 

      “We came to LA together though.” She actually looked guilty, and I was surprised to see that she was still anxiously texting Piper. Maybe she was a better friend than I’d initially thought. “I think I’m going to have to go.”

      “You’re going to go?” I said, my voice loud to alert Jackson. He was still chatting with the redheads, but I was pretty sure that Alexa would make for a better night than them. If I hadn’t seen Piper first, I might have been attracted to her myself. She was beautiful in an obvious kind of way, while Piper had an understated sexiness to her. Piper had layers that I wanted to peel back in more ways than one.

      She nodded as she sipped on her drink. “Yeah, I think so. She’s my best friend and, well, I already ditched her once tonight. I should go and catch up with her.”

      “You’re leaving?” Jackson looked pained and I could tell that he realized he’d messed up. His back was now to the two redheads who were standing there looking like they didn’t know what was going on. “Stay.” He put his hand on Alexa’s shoulder and started massaging her back. “I promise we’ll have fun.”

      “I have to go and find Piper.”

      “Oh.” He looked taken aback and slightly annoyed. “Oracle, can’t you find her?”

      “She left.”

      “Oh, well then, she left.” He shrugged and looked at Alexa. “Catch up with her tomorrow.”

      “No, I have to make sure she got home okay.” Alexa shook her head. “She’s my best friend. We’re not from LA.”

      “She’ll be fine. She’s a big girl.” Jackson used the same words that had come out of my mouth, and I wondered if they’d sounded as condescending when I’d said them. I frowned as he continued trying to persuade her to stay. Is this what we’d come to?

      “Jackson, dude. If she wants to go, let her go.”

      “Let us at least give you a ride?” Jackson asked.

      It surprised me that he’d be willing to leave the club to help her until I realized that his offer was really one that would benefit him. Because after we gave her a ride, I was sure he’d be offering to take her back to his place, or in this case, my place, seeing as he was staying with me.

      “Oh, are you sure?” Alexa positively jumped at the idea and I could see Jackson flashing her a smile as he winked at me. He had another one in the bag.

      “Am I sure? I’ve never been surer.” He sounded so confident when he spoke that I couldn’t stop myself from smiling. “Hey, Oracle, you mind driving us?”

      “No, it’s fine,” I said with a grunt. I was ready to leave the club and get home. I had some scripts that I wanted to read and I had a call with my mother in the morning that I knew would drain me. “Let’s go.”

      I didn’t want to admit to myself that I was also curious about Piper and that I wanted to see her again. I also wondered if it was smart to let Alexa go with Jackson. He was my best friend and he was a good guy, but he wasn’t the sort of guy that could give any woman what she really wanted. All he did was break hearts, but I figured Alexa couldn’t be expecting a ring or anything. She wasn’t that naïve, surely?

      “Thank you so much.” Alexa clutched my arm and gave me a grateful look. I was surprised by the sincere smile on her face. “This means a lot to me. I’m having fun with you guys, but you know …” Her voice trailed off and she looked embarrassed. I knew what she was thinking. She wanted to be a good friend, but she also wanted to hook up with Jackson. I couldn’t fault her for that. The allure of being with an A-list star wasn’t lost on many people.

      “No worries. Has she responded to your text messages?”

      “No, she hasn’t.” She shook her head. “I have a feeling she’s mad at me.”

      “Maybe she’s just mad at the world.”

      “What do you mean?” Alexa blinked at me, her face a mix of surprise and agreement. 

      “Nothing. She just seems like a hard woman to get to know.”

      “Did she shoot you down?” Jackson laughed then. “Is that what this is all about?”

      “She didn’t shoot me down,” I denied, somewhat angry and defensive.

      “Don’t worry. It’s not personal to you.” Alexa gave me a small smile. “Piper doesn’t really date, and when she does, it's with intellectual guys. She’s not one to go for good looks and Hollywood charm.”

      “I see.” While her words should have made me feel better, they made me feel more annoyed. As if I was upset that Piper hadn’t wanted to hook up. She wasn’t even my normal type. “Let’s go and see if we can find your nerdy friend then,” I said and with that, I was strolling ahead of them out of the club. I was over the night. Over the drinks. Over the loud music. Over the women staring and fawning at me. I was over all of it. I just wanted to leave and make sure that a certain raven-haired beauty was tucked safely in bed so that I could let her know that I had absolutely no interest in ever actually sharing it with her.
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      Piper

       

      “Hey, are you mad at me?”

      “Piper, answer me. I’m worried.”

      “I only went to get a drink I was coming back.”

      “Piper!”

      “Piper!!!!!!!!”

      “Fine, I’m coming back to the Airbnb. Sorry.”

       

      I stared at the burst of text messages that Alexa had sent me in the last thirty minutes and smiled. I hadn’t responded, not because I was upset with her, but because I hadn’t seen them. I’d been stuck in the back of an Uber pool with a very chatty driver and two other passengers. And we’d been engaged in a conversation about the joys of international travel. Each one of us had to come up with our top vacation destination and we’d debated back and forth on the pluses and minuses of Australia (my top destination), Dollywood (a slightly older lady from the South), and Dubai (the uber driver). The conversation had taken my mind off of my night at the club and it wasn’t until I’d gotten out of the Uber that I’d seen Alexa’s messages.

      “Hey, it’s okay. I’m just going to order a pizza and then watch some Netflix. Stay out with Jackson Camden and take lots of photos of his naked body. :)”

      “Piper, you’re alive! Very funny. I’ll be back soon.”

      “Ok.” 

      I wasn’t sure if that meant she was on her way back now or if she meant after she hooked up with Jackson, but I didn’t care. I was just happy that Alexa had reached out to me. She’d always been a good friend and her texting me meant she was still thinking of our friendship even though she was with a huge rock star. I walked into the lobby of the Airbnb and waited for the elevator. 

      As I waited, images of Oracle flashed through my mind. He really was a handsome man, even handsomer than he looked on film, and he looked gorgeous on film. I wondered what it would have been like standing here with him, waiting eagerly to go up to my room. Would we have been here kissing? Would his hands have been all over me? Would he have lifted up my skirt as we made our way into the elevator? Would we have had sex in there? My skin felt hot as I pictured my legs wrapped around his waist as he pumped into me, filling me with his hotness.

      I shook my head to stop myself from fantasizing about Oracle. Yes, it would have been a once in a lifetime sexual adventure and very much unlike me, but maybe it would have been hot, inspiring, and self-awakening. I needed a change in my life to give me some inspiration for my new book, a literary romance with some historical elements. So far, I only had ten thousand words in the book, and they seemed dry and boring.

      As the elevator doors opened, I made my way inside with a small smile. Just as the doors were about to close, a handsome man with a dog that he’d obviously just been walking came in.

      Oracle and I definitely wouldn’t have been having sex in the elevator, then. 

      “Good evening,” the guy said with a brief nod.

      I could see he was holding his dog’s leash tightly. The big gray dog, I think it was a Weimaraner, looked up at me with large blue eyes and wagged its tail. I smiled at them both and took my place on the other side of the elevator.

      “Good evening,” I said with a smile back and pressed the floor number. I could hear the dog breathing heavily and I glanced over at him, his gaze still on me.

      “Don’t mind Fiona, she loves to meet new people.” The man grinned as he held her close. “Unfortunately, she doesn’t realize that she’s too big to jump up on everyone she meets.”

      “Aww, she’s beautiful,” I said, glad I hadn’t said that Fiona looked like a big boy. “And I wouldn’t mind if she jumped up on me. I love dogs.”

      “Do you have one?”

      “No, I wish,” I said wistfully. My current lifestyle wasn’t conducive to having a dog. Alexa and I rented a pretty small apartment in Lake Merritt, an area in Oakland, and we just didn’t have space for a dog. I promised myself when I made more money and could afford a house with a yard that I would get one.

      “Maybe one day, then. This is me.” He nodded as the elevator stopped and he walked off on the fifth floor. “Sweet dreams.”

      “You too,” I said, and I smiled to myself as the doors closed. It felt nice to have a handsome man smiling and talking with me. It helped to keep my mind off of what could have been with Oracle. The whole evening had been quite fun, even though I hadn’t done much. Just the small amount of attention had felt good and that led me to believe that I wasn’t spending enough time out of the house. Maybe I was becoming too much of a bore.

      I sighed as the elevator stopped and I made my way out of the car, down the corridor, and into the apartment Alexa and I were renting for the weekend. I slipped my heels off as soon as I walked into the apartment and headed toward the living room, switching on the TV for some background noise as I moved through to the bedroom to take my dress off. I unhooked my bra, grabbed a long black Passenger T-shirt and a pair of beach shorts and headed back to the living room to settle on the couch. I relaxed back into the cushions and felt the tension melting away as I looked out the window.

      The sky was dark but street lights illuminated the pavement in the distance, and I wondered what was going on in all the apartments in the area. It was amazing to me to think that inside each apartment was a unique person or persons, each one living their different lives. There were so many people in the world with so many dreams, thoughts, and ideas, and yet most of us were limited to only thinking about our own needs and those of our immediate family.

      As I sat there, I had an idea for my novel and I wanted to start jotting down some notes but then my stomach started growling. I needed to eat. I was about to call Alexa to see if she wanted me to order her something as well when the door opened.

      “Hey, are you hungry?” I called out from the couch as I heard Alexa’s footsteps coming into the apartment. “I was thinking of ordering a pizza.”

      “I wouldn’t say no.” A deep, familiar voice resonated throughout the room, and I shot up off of the couch.

      “You!” I gasped as I stared at Oracle Lion, his face beaming as he took in my appearance: my already messy hair, my short shorts, and the tight T-shirt that had ridden up and was showing off my belly—and the fact that I had no bra on.

      “Yes, it’s me.” He gave me a little wave. I was about to make a snarky comment when Alexa came running into the room followed by Jackson, who stopped next to Oracle.

      “Hey, I was worried about you.” She gave me a quick hug and took a step back. I could tell from her breath that she’d been drinking quite a bit and her face was flushed and happy. “I told the boys that we needed to come back and make sure you were okay.”

      “The boys?” I said the words slowly, glancing at her and then at them. The two men stood too tall in the room, they almost seemed to reach the ceiling, and I wondered at their presence here in our cheap little rental. How had Alexa convinced them to come back with her? Surely they had other things to do. They were A-listers, after all.

      “Jackson and Oracle.” Alexa laughed as she waved back at the two men behind her casually. “You just left the club without a word, we were worried.”

      “I didn’t leave without a word,” I said defensively. “You essentially left me to go off with him.” I nodded toward Jackson, my face red. “What was I meant to do? Just stand around and wait to see if you were going to hook up with him or not?” My face reddened as I could see both Jackson and Oracle grinning at my words. This was not a conversation I wanted to be having in front of them.

      “I told you I was going to get a drink, but oh well,” Alexa said with a small laugh. “We’re all here now, at least we can hear each other talk.”

      “I was hoping to take you to a private spot.” Jackson stepped forward and placed his hand on her waist. He whispered something into her ear and I had to look away when she started pushing her ass back into him. I knew that Alexa was a little drunk, and she was much more open than I was, but I sure didn’t want to see her making out with Jackson or doing anything else.

      “Oh, but I don’t know that I can leave Piper again.” Alexa giggled and looked at me and it was all I could do to stop myself from rolling my eyes. 

      “I mean, I guess I can just sit here and watch TV and eat pizza alone,” I said sarcastically, knowing I was acting like a bit of a spoiled child now.

      The smile left Alexa’s face and I could tell that she felt bad, which made me feel bad. “I don’t want you to be here alone,” she said with a small sigh as she took a step away from Jackson. 

      “I mean, I …” I was about to tell her to go out and that I’d be fine when Oracle spoke up and interrupted me.

      “Don’t worry about it. I’ll stay here with Piper. Make sure she has some company so you don’t feel bad. And I’ll even share your pizza, so it doesn’t go to waste.” Oracle acted like he was doing me some big favor and I was about to protest when he gave me a look. “Unless, of course, Piper says no.”

      The way he said the words put me in a position where I really couldn’t say no. I knew that I could pretend to want to go to bed. I mean it was late, after all. What could he say to that? “No, you can’t go to bed”? I hesitated to tell him that I just wanted him to go home. Not just because I wasn’t ready to go to bed, but also because I was curious to see what would happen if he stayed.

      I must have hesitated too long because he spoke up again before I could reply. “You will let me eat, won’t you?”

      “Don’t think I can say no,” I said, my voice stilted as he laughed, a deep low chuckle. I mean, how the hell could I get out of my living room and go to bed after that? Especially because I had a feeling that he had made a double entendre when he’d referred to eating. “But all you’ll be eating is pizza,” I said with a small smile that made him burst out laughing even harder. “What’s so funny?” I gave him my most innocent expression and tried to ignore the racing of my heart as I stared at his body. I could see his muscles through his shirt and while I could lie to him, I couldn’t lie to myself. He was hotter than hell, and I would be one very lucky girl if I got to spend a night with him.

      “I didn’t expect to hear those words coming out of your mouth,” he said with a wry smile. “You seem a bit uptight.”

      “Who, Piper?” Alexa burst out laughing as she observed the banter back and forth between us. “She’s the least uptight person you’ll ever meet. Did she tell you what she does for a living?”

      “No, she didn’t.” He looked at me curiously. “But I’m hoping she will.” He looked me up and down and his eyes seemed to be looking right through me. “All sorts of things are going through my mind now.”

      “I bet they are.” I did a little shimmy and moved my hands up in the air. Let him think I was some sort of stripper or something. I knew his mind was most probably in the gutter. 

      “Maybe I was wrong about you,” he said with a small smile. “And maybe you’re wrong about me as well. Maybe neither one of us really knows the other.”

      “Seeing as we just met a couple of hours ago, I would say that never a truer word was spoken.”

      “Touché.”

      His eyes met mine and we just stared at each other for a few seconds. It was a weird feeling looking into the eyes that were so familiar and yet strange to me. I’d watched this man in many movies, fallen in love with his movie persona, and scoffed at his exploits in the tabloids. He was right, of course: I did have preconceived notions about him and didn’t know him outside his Hollywood persona. And why had he chosen to stay and eat pizza with me? Surely, he had better things to do than chill with a stranger and eat pizza? 

      “So we’re off then.” Jackson grabbed Alexa’s hand and led her to the door. “See you later, guys.”

      “Uh, bye.”

      He led her out of the apartment and I stood there, feeling uneasy. I was letting my best friend leave with a man she barely knew and I was now here with a man I barely knew. What was going on here?

      The door slammed as they walked out, and I suddenly became aware that Oracle was laughing, a low, deep chuckle that reverberated through the room. I looked up at him and knew I could take this one of two ways. My brain was screaming at me to tell him to get out and leave me alone, but I had to admit that other parts of me were interested in finding out why he had volunteered to stay.

      “So what do you want on your pizza?” I asked him as I headed back to the couch and grabbed my phone. My ears were buzzing and my body felt hot, but I ignored all the warning bells in my head as he walked over and took a seat next to me on the couch.

      “How do you feel about anchovies?” he whispered into my ear and I swallowed hard, immediately knowing that I’d made a bad decision. A very bad decision.
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      Oracle

      

      Piper’s skin felt warm to the touch as my tongue lightly grazed the top of her ear. She seemed to jump a mile as I blew into her ear, and I chuckled slightly as she turned to me.

      “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, clearly annoyed. I pulled back immediately and put my hands up.

      “Sorry, maybe our wires got crossed.”

      “Our wires got crossed?” She raised an eyebrow at me and folded her arms. “I don’t think our wires got crossed.”

      “True, neither one of us has wires on us, do we?” I joked. “Maybe our signals got entangled.”

      “Our signals didn’t get entangled.” She blinked at me, trying to keep up.

      “True, we’re not microwaves, maybe our…” I started on my next line but groaned when she sighed audibly.

      “Are you always like this?” She shook her head and sank back into the couch. “And what do you want on your pizza? I’m not getting anchovies.”

      “You’re really bossy, aren’t you? Do you know who I am, woman?”

      “Oh my God, are you serious right now?” She rolled her eyes. “I get it. You’re a movie star. Wow, you must be so proud of being the star of the Babymaker movies. They’re such classic works of art. I like to think of them as the American Pie for the current generation.” Her voice was light and all I could do was to start laughing at her words. “What’s so funny?” Her eyes narrowed as she gazed at me.

      “Well, one, you obviously know who I am because I never told you I was in the Babymaker movies, and two, I wasn’t asking if you knew who I was because I’m a huge movie star, huge in more ways than one, by the way, but because we’ve met before.”

      “We’ve never met before.” She scoffed. “Trust me, I’d remember someone with as big a head as yours.”

      “I didn’t say we’d met in the bedroom, but I’m glad you think my head is big. You know what they say, big head, big cock.” She gasped and I saw her eyes darting to the front of my pants. “Want a peek to see if it’s the head you remember?”

      “Oh, my God, you’re a pig.”

      “I’m sorry, I’m sorry. I’m joking.” I put my hands up in surrender as she just shook her head at me. “I’m not sure what it is about you that brings out the little boy in me.”

      “Maybe because you are a little boy.”

      “I can prove to you I’m not.” I winked, but then hurriedly continued as she groaned. “But to be fair, you’re the one that’s making the false claims. I’m not saying you should know me from my films, I’m saying you should know me from earlier today.” I changed the timbre in my voice and spoke in a low drawl. “Why, ma'am, you don’t remember me, Jethro Clamplett?”

      “You mean Jimbo Jethro?” Her jaw dropped. “What? There’s no way. How are you Jimbo?”

      “It’s called being an actor, ma’am.”

      “You do know that people from North Dakota don’t sound like they come from Alabama right?” She started laughing. “I was wondering what was up with the accent and the weird look.”

      “Weird look? Are you saying that I look weird?”

      She considered my face for a moment, and a warm feeling spread through me that I hadn’t felt for a while. She seemed to be looking at the real me, and that unnerved me. I hadn’t been this unnerved since my first audition, and that had been years ago.

      “No, you don’t look weird.” She shook her head. “So why the disguise, Jimbo Jethro? And why the horrible mustache? I wasn’t sure if you were a pedophile or a hillbilly.”

      “Well, hopefully, you went with hillbilly.”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “I quite like hillbillies.”

      “Oh?”

      “My grandad grew up in Montana, and he always talked about working on a ranch and riding, and, well …” She paused for a few seconds. “It always seemed really cool to me. Far away from my life, you know.”

      “You grew up in California?”

      “Yeah, Alexa and I have been friends since elementary school. We grew up in the suburbs of Oakland, near San Francisco. So it was all pretty urban, even though we have the woods nearby.”

      “Oakland, huh? Isn’t that pretty rough?”

      “Depends on what part of Oakland you’re from, but no, not really. It gets a bad rap in the press, and lately, with gentrification and stuff, there are a lot of homeless people, but there are a lot of social issues that surround that, you know.” Her voice trailed off. “Sorry, I can get a bit intense at times.”

      “Hey, no worries, I can see that.” She looked embarrassed and I wondered what was on her mind. What was she thinking? She was deeper than the women I normally talked to, and I wasn’t quite sure what to say next. Which pissed me off. Had I really forgotten how to talk to an intelligent woman? “So the reason I had a disguise on was because I didn’t want to be recognized in the store.” I shrugged. “I love being an actor and it has afforded me a lifestyle that I never thought I would ever have, but there are costs that come with being famous, you know.”

      “Trust me, I can imagine. I think I’d hate to be famous.”

      “Oh?” I looked at her to see if she was lying. Once again, she had surprised me. Who didn’t want to be famous?

      “Oh, tell me, Mr. Jimbo Jethro Clampett Oracle Lion, what would you like on your pizza? I’m starving.” She bit down on her lower lip and I could see her eyes sparkling. Somehow we’d gotten through the earlier awkwardness of the night.

      “I want you.”

      I was serious, but I could tell from the expression on her face that she was taken aback. It was too much, too soon.

      I wasn’t lying at all, though. To hell with pizza, I’d like her flat on her back, legs spread, crying for me to enter her. I didn’t care if she wanted my tongue or my cock. I just wanted to taste her and be inside of her. I wanted her to scream my name as if she never wanted to forget it.

      “What did you say?” she said, and I could tell that she was getting ready to tell me off.

      “I said I want you, but I was joking.” I forced a laugh. “You’re so easy to wind up, Piper.”

      “I’m not,” she said, and I could see her thinking for a moment. Most probably wondering if she should still tell me off or not. “I think you just like playing games with me, Oracle Lion. I think that you’re just mad that I didn’t know who you were.”

      “But we already figured out that you did know who I was.” I pointed my finger at her, and then I said something that shocked me more than it should have. “Also, you can call me Zach.”

      “Zach?” She looked surprised. “Why Zach?”

      “Because that’s my name, isn’t that obvious?”

      “But your name is Oracle …”

      “Do you really think my parents called me Oracle? How many Oracles did you know in school?”

      “None,” she admitted with a small smile. “So your real name is Zach?”

      “Yup.”

      “I didn’t know that.”

      “Why would you?” I laughed as I realized that once again, unknowingly, she’d revealed that she had actually known who I was all along.

      “So you want me to call you Zach instead of Oracle.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded and then grabbed her phone. “And I’m going to choose this pizza now because you’re taking forever.”

      I looked at the screen and the pizza toppings and tried to ignore the voice inside of me that was asking why I’d told her my real name. No one knew my real name. It was the private part of my persona that I saved for those I knew before fame. Not for those I met after. My life pre-Oracle was very different from my life post-Oracle, and it was better that the two didn’t meet. The only person I had in both worlds was Jackson. Jackson was my man. My best friend. The closest thing I had to a brother. I was lucky that I had him. He knew what it was like to straddle both worlds. He knew what it was like to not be able to trust anyone. Jackson knew me as Zach and Oracle, everyone else in my life knew me as one or the other. Everyone else … except now for Piper.

      “Do not pick any anchovies,” she growled into my ear and made me jump slightly this time. I wasn’t expected to feel her warm breath in my ear. “You hear me, Zach? No anchovies.”

      “Okay,” I grinned at her. “What about jalapeños?”

      “Oh, no.”

      “Pineapple.”

      “Gag me with a knife.”

      “What do you want then, fair Piper? I don’t think they have a red velvet pizza.”

      “That doesn’t sound half bad, to be honest.” She grinned. “But seriously, what about pepperoni with onions and some chicken wings?”

      “That sounds good to me. Do you have any beer?”

      “No.”

      “Vodka?”

      “No.”

      “Whiskey?”

      “No.”

      “Gin?”

      “Are you serious?” She laughed. “Do I look like the sort of woman who drinks gin?”

      “I’ve heard that plenty of women love a stiff gin and tonic.”

      “Plenty of women that aren’t me.” She made a face. “I like sweet cocktails and red wine.”

      “Fine, I’ll have some red wine.” I sighed. “Better than nothing, I suppose.”

      “Oh, I don’t have any red wine.” She laughed. “I was just saying I like it.”

      “What alcohol do you have Piper … what’s your last name?” I grabbed my phone and brought up my alcohol delivery app. “I’m going to order some cola, ciders, wine and vodka and we can decide what we want to drink later, play?” She nodded her assent and I smiled. “Good, now tell me your last name.”

      “What do you care?”

      “You know mine.”

      “Well, not really.” She looked thoughtful. “I know your stage name is Oracle Lion and I know your real first name is Zach, but I have a feeling your real last name isn’t Lion, is it?”

      “I’m a lion, hear me roar.” I faked a roar and laughed as she rolled her eyes. “It’s Houston.”

      “Zach Houston?” She smiled then. “I like that. It’s smooth.”

      “So who are you, Piper?”

      “I am Piper Pig and I go oink, oink, oink.” She giggled and my stomach flipped a little bit at the sound. “No, but seriously, my last name is Meadows. I’m Piper Meadows.”

      “Phew, for a second I thought you were going to say your last name was Fox.”

      “Why did you think that?”

      “I thought you were going to ask me, what does the fox say?”

      “Oh, Zach,” she groaned. “I can’t believe you’re an A-list star?”

      “Why?” I pumped my bicep. “Do I look more like an X-list star?”

      “X-list star?”

      “XXX, baby.” I felt giddy as I joked around with Piper. It had been a long time since I’d felt this comfortable being myself and I liked it. I missed being carefree and not having to watch every little thing that I said. “Though wasn’t there that Fast and Furious movie that was called XXX? I always thought that was a stupid name.”

      “I haven’t watched any Fast and Furious movies in ages.” She shook her head. “I have no idea. I don’t watch that many movies, to be honest, at least not at the movie theater. They’re so expensive.”

      “Yet you still watched the Babymaker movies?” I did a little dance. “I’m honored.”

      “You should be.” She laughed and shook her hair around. I watched the curls bounce across her shoulder and wondered what her strands would feel like moving across my face and chest as she rode me. I kept that thought to myself, though. I didn’t want to give her a reason to start becoming bitchy again. Also, I knew I wanted her badly, and I was pretty confident she wanted me as well. I just had to play it slowly. I had a feeling that by the end of the night, all of our dreams would come true.
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      Piper

      

      I’d never spent too much time wondering what it would feel like to hang out with someone famous, but if I had, I never would have thought that it would have felt so normal. Zach, as I’d already come to think of him, was much more normal and down to earth than I would have ever thought. It helped that he had turned out to be the weird-but-funny guy I’d met in the cupcake store earlier. In a matter of a few hours, I’d gone from wanting to slap Oracle Lion’s face to wanting to kiss Zach Houston’s. It certainly didn’t hurt that he was sitting so close to me that I could feel the heat emanating from his body on my skin. My arm hairs were on high alert and every part of my body loved it when he accidentally touched me or got too close. 

      “These are some darn good wings,” Zach said as he reached for another wing eagerly. “The pizza isn't so great, but the wings!”

      “Don’t you be dissing on my pizza,” I growled at him as I took another slice. I had to admit to myself it wasn’t the best pizza I’d ever had in my life, but I wasn’t going to say that out loud. “But I do agree the wings are good.”

      “You have a little sauce on your face.” His eyes twinkled as he stared at me. I swallowed hard.

      “Oh? Where?” I reached up to wipe my face, but he just shook his head.

      “Wrong spot.”

      “Where is it?” I asked as I reached my hand to the other side of my face.

      “Nope.”

      “Then where?”

      “Higher, to the right, wait …

      He leaned forward, and before I knew what was happening, he was right next to me and his tongue was licking sauce from the side of my mouth firmly and sensually. His tongue then licked my bottom lip for a second and I froze. Was he going to kiss me as well? But he just moved back and grinned.

      “I figured I’d help you out. Turns out the sauce tastes even better when it’s coming off of your lips.” He licked his lips slowly, and my whole body shuddered as it imagined feeling his tongue all over me, in places that hadn’t felt the touch of a tongue or anything else in what felt like forever.

      “Oh.” I sounded like an idiot, but I didn’t know what else to say. Part of me wanted to tell him off, but another part wanted to tell him not to stop. I felt so comfortable with him, which was surprising considering how I’d run away from him in the club. “So are we going to watch something or whatever …”

      My voice trailed off. It was past midnight now. Maybe he wanted to head home or something.

      “What does ‘or whatever’ consist of? There are many things that I’d love to be doing.”

      “You wish.” I giggled and jumped up off of the couch to carry my plate to the kitchen and to cool myself down. I need a couple of moments to myself to level my breathing and figure out where I wanted the night to go.

      It was quite obvious to me that if I wanted to have sex with Zach, then I could, but then it also hit me that this would definitely be a one-night stand and I just wasn’t sure if that was what I wanted. And wasn’t he dating some model or something? I could have sworn I’d read something about him and some model recently. I wanted to bring it up, but then I wasn’t sure if that would be overstepping the mark? Did I have any reason to ask him? I mean, it wasn’t like this was going to be anything. He was a movie star, and he seemed to date a new girl every week. Maybe I should just go with the flow? What harm could one night of fun do? I wondered if I would regret saying no.

      “So, you and Alexa are just in town for the weekend?” Zach spoke behind me, and I turned around in surprise to see that he had followed me to the kitchen. “And then back to North Cal?”

      “Yup.” I nodded as I took his plate and put it into the sink and ran hot water over it for two seconds. “We just came to have a fun weekend.”

      “And she left you …”

      “Well, I’m sure she’s having fun.” I shrugged and looked up into his eyes. He looked mischievous and larger than life standing there in the doorway. I swallowed hard as he took a step toward me. 

      “So, was that the plan?”

      “Was what the plan?” I took a step back into the cupboards behind me as he took another step toward me.

      “Did you guys want to snag two stars to hook up with for the weekend before you went back to your boring housewife lives?”

      “Um, we’re not married, so neither one of us are housewives. We’re don’t have boring lives, either.” The last part was a bit of a lie. My life was fairly boring. “And no, we didn’t come to LA to hook up with two stars. We didn’t come to LA to hook up at all.”

      “So, your wildest dreams came true, then?”

      “What wildest dreams?” I made a face at him and I could feel my breathing increasing as he took a closer step to me.

      “Of me.”

      “I’ve never had dreams of you.”

      “You’ve never had dreams of me being your baby daddy?” he said in a husky voice. The same voice he used in the Babymaker movies.

      He gave me his signature smile, and it took everything in me to not drop to my knees, unzip his pants and take his manhood out. I had a strong urge to bring him to his knees figuratively. I wanted to see his eyes rolling back in his head as he begged me not to stop. I could feel my face growing warm. It wasn’t every day that I wanted to give a blow job to a man I barely knew, but Zach was so hot and I was so attracted to him. I was pretty sure I could feel the sweat dripping down my body.

      “Not really. How many kids do you have in those movies now? Twenty?” I joked around about his popular franchise, but I didn’t want to think about what we’d have to do for him to become my baby daddy. Not that he was offering to have a baby with me. I knew he wasn’t trying to commit to any sort of future with me.

      “Five,” he said taking another step toward me. “The movies are the gift that keeps on giving. Each new movie has to include a new baby.”

      “And more drama in the house.” I laughed.

      The Babymaker movies were about a rigid army ranger who never wanted to get married and then he meets a nurse and has a fling and she becomes pregnant. He tries to deny that the kid is his, but then, because this was Hollywood, he realizes how much he loves the nurse and the baby and proposes to her. They end up getting married, and basically, each movie was about them having one more kid and more drama in their lives. The movies were cheesy and over-the-top, but they made millions at the box office. In fact, they had turned Oracle Lion into a household name and the subject of many women’s dreams. It didn’t hurt that he had his shirt off in most of each movie, and let’s just say that I could picture him with his shirt off right now as he stood in front of me. I was curious to see if the abs he had in the movie were the abs he had in real life.

      “Do you really have a six-pack?” I said out loud, completely mortifying myself. Why had I said that? Oh, right, I’d had too much alcohol.

      “Sorry, what did you say?” He looked surprised, but there was a light in his eye that I hadn’t seen before.

      “I said, every new baby you have results in more drama in your house in the Babymaker movies and that you need a six-pack to um …” The words stumbled out of my mouth. “You need a six-pack to cope.”

      “A six-pack to cope?” He chuckled, his head tilted back, but his eyes were still on mine. “Hmmm.”

      “Hmmm, what?” I asked, wondering if he’d bought my dreadful coverup.

      “Does this answer your question?” Slowly, he lifted up his shirt and showed me his toned and muscular abs, and let me just say I think he had an eight-pack. My mouth went dry and I couldn’t even formulate a sentence as I stared at his tan, perfectly smooth chest. I wondered if he shaved or waxed. Not that I cared. My fingers itched to creep forward and trace the lines in his stomach. Never had I seen a more perfect male specimen than I was looking at now, and I hadn’t even seen him naked.

      I flushed at the thought of seeing his entire body. The biggest question in my mind was if he was well-endowed. It would be unfair to other men in the world if Zach was not just incredibly good looking but had a big cock as well. I suddenly felt like that was my mission for the night: find out how blessed or unblessed Zach was. Would he live up to his ‘lion’ name?

      I started giggling, and when I looked into Zach’s eyes, he had a puzzled look on his face.

      “Is my chest funny?”

      He took another step toward me. If he took one more step, he would practically be on top of me. Not that I was sure I would complain. I giggled one more time, and he grabbed my hands.

      “Piper Meadows, what is so funny?”

      “Nothing.” I shook my head. “I can’t sleep with you.” I pulled my hands out of his hold and touched his chest. I wanted to push them up under his shirt and touch his bare skin, but I wasn’t that brazen. 

      “Sleep with me?” He raised an eyebrow and his lips started twitching. “Is that because you think I snore?”

      “Snore?” I blinked at him, my hand still touching his chest.

      “I don’t snore loudly.”

      “Huh?”

      “You said you can’t sleep with me, and I was wondering if that was because you think I snore and will wake you up?”

      His voice was so smooth that I nearly didn’t notice it when he grabbed my hand and put it under his shirt and on his warm silky skin. His stomach felt taut and hard beneath my fingers, and I ran them along his ripples. I felt his sharp intake of breath at my touch and I smiled to myself.

      “I wasn’t talking about sleep sleep,” I said, way too honestly.

      “What were you talking about, then?”

      “You know.” My face blushed as I ran my fingers up higher to his pecs. His body felt magnificent and I could feel his heart racing under my skin.

      “What do I know?” He lowered his voice as he took that final step. He reached over to me and his fingers grazed down my cheek. 

      “You know,” I squeaked out and before I knew what was happening, he was lifting me up and placing me on the countertop. “I can’t sit up here,” I protested as his hands fell to my legs and he stroked down my thighs. “Zach.”

      “I like how you say my name,” he said as his hands moved to the side and brushed my ass before settling on my waist. “Say it again.”

      “Zach,” I said staring into his deep blue eyes. “Or would you rather I call you Oracle?”

      “Nope. I hate the name Oracle.” His voice sounded bitter, and I looked up at him in surprise. 

      “You hate your name?”

      “It’s not my name, it’s my stage name.” He shrugged. “It stands out, I suppose. It is what it is.”

      “Why don’t you like it?” I asked him, wanting him to share more with me, wanting to know more about this man who I wanted to sleep with so badly.

      “Enough with the questions.” He put a finger on my lips. “We’re doing too much talking.”

      “I enjoy talking.” I could feel my entire body starting shake slightly from being so close to him. It was like the moments before an earthquake when you feel a little tremble, but you know the big quake is coming soon.

      “I still don’t even know what you do for a living.”

      “I’m a writer,” I said with a smile. 

      “What do you write?”

      “Articles for The National Examiner.” He froze for a few seconds before I started laughing. “Got ya! No, I write romance. I used to write historical romance because I studied history in college, but now I’m working on something new.”

      “Oh?” He looked genuinely interested which surprised me. “What are you working on now?”

      “I’d rather not say, to be honest.”

      “No worries.” He nodded, then he gave me one of his wide, handsome smiles. “Okay, so I think we know enough about each other now, we can continue.”

      “Continue with what?”

      “Whatever it was we were doing before we started making small talk.” His voice was light and lyrical, but it wasn’t his words that had my heart racing. It was his hands moving my shorts up and caressing the inner skin of my thighs that made me want to jump into his arms.

      “Zach.” I reached up and touched the sides of his face.

      He grabbed my left hand and moved it to his lips and kissed it gently. “Yes, Piper?”

      “Did we get any dessert?” My heart was thudding as I changed the subject. I wanted him so badly, but it all seemed too soon for me.

      “I can be your dessert,” he said in a husky voice, and before I knew what was happening, he was kissing me, warm and hard.

      He pushed his way in between my legs and pulled me against him. I wrapped my arms around his neck and kissed him back, my legs trembling as he slid his tongue into my mouth. It tasted like crisp, juicy apples, and I sucked on it for a second before he started nibbling on my bottom lip. I moaned against his mouth as he slipped a hand inside my shorts and rubbed against the top of my panties. Instinctively, I closed my legs around his fingers. He grunted as he felt my wetness, which turned me on even more and I kissed him harder. He lifted me up off of the countertop and I wrapped my legs around his waist. I was self-conscious for all of two seconds, worried that I would be too heavy for him to hold up, but then I shrugged it off. He was a strong man with huge muscles; if he couldn’t hold me up, then something was wrong with him, not me.

      “You taste so good.” He walked me int the living room and then stopped and pulled away from me slightly. “Where’s the bedroom?”

      I pointed to the far corner, and he carried me easily there the bedroom. I ran my hands through his silky hair and sighed happily.

      “You’re just as hot as I thought you’d be,” I whispered into his ear, and he laughed.

      “So you’re now fully admitting you know who I am and that you’ve had fantasies about me?”

      “I’ve never had a fantasy about you.”

      “You mean you’ve never pictured my face when you’ve been fucking another guy? You’ve never thought to yourself, what would I do for one night with Oracle Lion?”

      He placed me down on the bed as we entered the bedroom and promptly lay down next to me. His hands slid under my T-shirt and up to my breasts. His fingers quickly found my nipples, and then he rolled them across his palms. I moaned as he started kissing the side of my face at the same time, and I reached over and touched his chest under his shirt.

      “Shh!” I rolled over and straddled him. “Take your shirt off,” I ordered as I reached down to undo the buttons of his shirt. I could feel his hardness underneath me, and I deliberately rocked back and forth on top of him as I peeled his shirt open. His hands grabbed ahold of my waist and held me still for a few seconds and he gazed up at me with an expression I couldn’t quite read.

      “You’re a bossy one, huh?” He shook his head slightly. “I wouldn’t have guessed you’d be one to take charge.”

      “Why? Did you want to be the one to boss me around? Do you want me to get down on my knees so you can spank me and take me from behind?” I bit down on my lower lip as I teased him and rubbed myself on him again.

      “I think you watch too much porn.” He laughed as he pulled my T-shirt off and rolled me onto my back before quickly disposing of the rest of my clothes. “But I can take charge if that’s what you want me to do.”

      He held my hands up above my head and stared down at my naked body. I could see his eyes on my face, and then on my breasts, before they moved down to my stomach and then lower. I felt hot and vulnerable as he stared at me. I tried not to worry about how my body compared to the models and actresses he dated. I wasn’t stick thin. Instead of a six-pack, I had wide hips and big thighs. I wished I was about thirty pounds lighter, but I still loved my body. He let go of my right wrist and ran his fingers down my body, expertly caressing my skin and making me almost giddy with anticipation.

      “It seems to me like you’ve been waiting for this moment all night,” he said with a cocky grin. He chuckled as I moaned in excitement. Then something in my brain clicked and I started to get annoyed. Was he really this full of himself?

      “It seems to me like you’ve been waiting all night to get into my bed.” I reached up and pushed him over onto his back. My hands fell to his pants and I undid his belt buckle, unzipped his pants, and slid them off, along with his boxer shorts. His cock sprang free and it was even more glorious than I’d expected it to be. Now I knew why he was so cocky, but just because he was big didn’t mean he knew what to do with it.

      “What are you going to do next?” He was breathing hard now as he lay flat on his back and looked up at me with a dark expression as I ran my fingers over the tip of his cock.

      “What do you want me to do?” I licked my lips and looked down at him. For a few seconds, I could feel every part of my body screaming at me for what I was about to do. This was a once in a lifetime opportunity. I mean, how many movie stars was I going to meet? And then how many would want to sleep with me? “Doesn’t even matter, Piper,” I chided myself under my breath. Yes, I wanted to sleep with Zach, but …

      “What did you say?” He was practically drooling in anticipation.

      “I think I’m feeling tired,” I mumbled. I rolled off of him and back down on the bed.

      “You what?” he croaked out, and I hid a smile.

      “I’m feeling tired, and well, I’m not sure this is a good idea, you know?”

      “You what?” he said again like he was on repeat.

      “Oracle Lion, you are a huge movie star, and I’m sure many women would love to be in my position. Actually, I know many women have been in my position, but I’m just not feeling it right now.” I smiled sweetly and reached down to grab my T-shirt. “So I don’t think it’s going to be happening between us.”

      “Are you joking?” He moved over onto his side, the look of shock on his face almost pitiful. “You want me as badly as I want you.”

      “I’m not going to lie, you’re hot and you’re a good kisser, but I just don’t think this is a good idea, and I always have to trust my gut.”

      “Well, I wouldn’t tell you to not trust your gut.” He groaned and lay back on the bed. “Piper Meadows, I do believe you teased me on purpose.”

      “I didn’t,” I said, suddenly serious because I hated teases. I turned over to look at him and I touched his chest lightly. “A part of me did and still does want to sleep with you, but it’s just not a smart decision.”

      “Why not?”

      “Honestly?” I asked him and he nodded.

      “I don’t even know you. I mean, not in the way I pretended earlier not to know who you were, but in a real-life way. I don’t know you, and while that doesn’t matter to some people, it matters to me and well, you’re also …” I stopped talking then because I didn’t want to be completely bitchy.

      “I’m also what?” He peered at me curiously.

      “You’re also a bit of a pompous asshole. Your head, and no, not the head of your cock, is too big. I don’t need to make it bigger.”

      “But you already made it big.” He grinned and looked down at his cock. “See?”

      “Zach.”

      “Yes?” He looked at me hopefully. “Are you changing your mind?”

      “No, I’m not changing my mind.” I shook my head. “You can leave if you want to.”

      “You think I want to leave right now because you’re not going to have sex with me?” He started playing with my hair, and I nodded gently. “I’m not that sort of guy,” he said looking at my face intently. “I mean you’re right. You don’t know me, and this is a one-night thing, but I wouldn’t fuck you and then just roll out of bed and leave.”

      “Oh, would you buy me breakfast in the morning?”

      “If that’s what you want, then it would be my pleasure,” he said with a smile.

      “And then after that?”

      “After that what?”

      “Exactly. After that, we’d go our separate ways our bellies full of pancakes and eggs, and that would be that.”

      “I take it you don’t have many one-night stands,” he said with a bemused smile.

      “No,” I admitted. “I don’t have to ask you that question.”

      “You think you know so much about me, don’t you?” He studied my face and sighed. “You can’t believe everything you read about in the tabloids.”

      “So why don’t you tell me more about yourself, then?”

      “What is this? Are you becoming my therapist instead of my lover?”

      “I’m not a therapist. I’m just a history lover who writes romance books, and I leave town tomorrow night, so you don’t have to worry about me wanting anything more than that.”

      “I don’t have any deep dark secrets.” He wrapped a hand around my waist and rested his palm on my ass, then squeezed it. “You have a very juicy butt. I was looking forward to seeing it bounce up and down on my cock.”

      “How would you have seen my ass?” I rolled my eyes, but I still blushed.

      “Reverse cowgirl.” He kissed the side of my face and then he tugged on my earlobe. “And while you were bouncing up and down on me, I would have lifted you off and then entered you from behind, doggy style, so you could feel every single inch of me inside of you. And when you went back to North California tomorrow evening, you’d be wishing that you lived in LA so you could ride me one more time.”

      “Zach, I …” My voice drifted off as he blew into my ear and his fingers slid in-between my legs and started rubbing my clit.

      “You’re so wet for me,” he growled and then he pulled away from me and lay back. I almost cried out for him to touch me again, but instead, I just lay there, wondering what had happened for him to completely pull away from me. It was silent in the room for a few minutes while I stared at the ceiling, feeling incredibly uncomfortable.

      “We should put some clothes on,” he blurted out.

      I peeked over at him, surprised to see a warm smile on his face instead of an angry look. “I’m super horny right now and I think it will be hard to stop myself if I lie here with you naked.”

      “I have a top on,” I said, and he just laughed as he jumped up and started putting his clothes back on. “Are you leaving?”

      “It’s late and I should leave, but no.” He shook his head. “I thought perhaps you could tell me a bit about your book.”

      “Oh.” I made a face. “Really?”

      “You’re a writer. I’m a famous actor. Shouldn’t you be jumping for this opportunity?”

      “I’m not a screenwriter, though, and I don’t write films.”

      “But we can turn any book into a movie.” He stopped then and gave me a look. “You’re really not from LA, are you? The vultures out there would die for an interaction like this.”

      “I don’t know who you’re hooking up with, but not all of us women are just looking to advance our careers, you know. Some of us just like to have a good time.” I rolled off of the bed and bent down to grab my shorts and pull them on.

      “You’re different, aren’t you?” Zach’s eyes were bright as he walked around the bed to stand in front of me. “I don’t know that I’ve met someone like you.”

      “What, someone that doesn’t want to sleep with you immediately?” I laughed and grabbed his hand impulsively. “I have an idea. Let’s go to the beach.”

      “The beach?” He looked confused. “It’s nighttime.”

      “I like the ocean, and I love the waves,” I said. “We can take a walk along the sand and maybe even go for a swim.”

      “Well, I’m going to have to say no to the swim. We’ve both had too much alcohol, but maybe a walk would be nice.” He nodded. “Yeah, let’s do it.”

      “Well, only if you like the beach,” I said hesitantly.

      “I love the beach,” he said with a grin.

      “Then, why the hesitation?”

      “Going to the beach during the day is a surefire way to get accosted by fans. People don’t follow the same protocol outdoors like they do in the club. Everyone in the club wants to be cool, so most of them never bother you. Outside, it’s a completely different thing.”

      “Oh, so you were worried you’d be recognized.”

      “Something like that, but it’s night, and I’m sure we won’t see anyone.”

      “Are you worried about fans or paparazzi?” I asked him as I suddenly realized that he most probably wouldn’t want to be photographed with the likes of me. I mean, I was a no one. He was only ever pictured with Victoria’s Secret Models and leggy actresses.

      “Neither. Come on, let’s go.”

      “But how will we get there? We can’t drive.”

      “Well, I think we’re about a ten-minute walk to Santa Monica Pier. I think we’ll make it.” He grinned and squeezed my hand. “Come on, lazybones.”

      “I’m not lazy,” I lied. I had kinda wanted him to suggest getting an Uber there, even though it was only a ten-minute walk away. And that was why I still had the belly I’d wanted to lose for years. “Come on then. Let’s walk, but only if you tell me more about yourself. I want to know everything about you, Zach Houston.”
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      Oracle

      

      Piper ran into the water, her hair flowing behind her in the wind like some sort of siren. She bent down and dipped her fingers into the water and then she turned toward me. “Aren’t you going to dip your feet in the water?” she called.

      “I bet it’s freezing!” I shouted as I walked down the beach slowly, the hardness in my pants wanting to burst out of the zipper that enclosed it. I wasn’t even sure what I was doing here with her, walking along the beach like we were star-crossed lovers. I think it was because she’d assumed I wanted to leave after she’d played her little game of turning me on and then saying she wanted to stop. I’d wanted to bloody leave. I fucking had blue balls from the way she’d been rubbing up and down on me and then had just left me hanging, but I’d stayed. I wasn’t sure why I’d stayed.

      That was a lie. I knew why. I stayed because I hadn’t wanted to confirm her negative opinion of me. At the club, she’d thought I was a jerk from the get-go, and I didn’t want to give her a reason to go back to those thoughts—if they’d ever left her.

      “Come on, Zach!” She ran back toward me, and I could see that she was shivering slightly in the cool night air. I pulled her into my arms as she got closer to me and I rubbed her shoulders. “Don’t you want to feel the water?” She gazed up at me with wide brown eyes and gave me a small smile. “I mean, I think when we left the apartment I said I wanted to hear about you, but we spent the whole walk here talking about how much I want to get a dog.”

      “You don’t want to know about me, I’m a very boring person.”

      “I think you’re far from boring.” Her arms wrapped around my waist and she rested her head on my chest. 

      “I’m the most boring man you’ll ever meet.” I stared at the sky for a few seconds. “Look up there.” I pointed to the sky. “See those stars?” I drew a line in the sky. “That’s the Draco constellation.”

      “Oh, is it?” She looked up at the sky and I could see her trying to follow my finger.

      “Or … maybe not,” I said as I saw one of the stars moving. It was actually an airplane. “I thought it was the Draco.”

      “I didn’t know you were into astronomy.”

      “I’m not.” I realized I’d fucked up. “I had a friend when I was younger that used to love to stargaze in Florida. I don’t really know much.”

      “Oh?”

      She looked like she wanted to ask me more, so I grabbed her hand and tugged it. “Come on then, let’s go sample the water.”

      “Sample the water? Are we tasting it?”

      “No.” I laughed, let go of her hand, and started to run. “Race ya! The first one to the water wins!” 

      “No fair, you started running before me!”

      I heard her gasping as she ran for the shoreline with me. I reached the edge of the water and quickly pulled off my shoes, rolled up my pants and dipped my feet into the ocean.

      I quickly took a few steps back. “It’s bloody freezing in there.”

      “It is the Pacific.” She grinned as she joined me and then started flicking me with water. I leaned down and splashed her with water and she shrieked as I drenched her.

      “I’ve always preferred the Atlantic. So much warmer.”

      “Oh, yeah?” She stopped splashing me and stood there for a few seconds. “Have you spent a lot of time there?”

      “Yeah. I grew up in Florida, but I think you knew that already.”

      “Kinda,” she admitted in a soft voice. “Orlando, right? You and Jackson grew up together?”

      “Yes, Jackson and I grew up together. We’ve been best friends since we were eight.” I smiled as I thought of Jackson as a young boy. “We went to school together and actually lived on the same street, but not in Orlando.”

      “In Florida, though?”

      “You sure you’re not a reporter?” I laughed, but I was half-serious. I found it hard to trust new people and didn’t like opening up. “But yes, in Florida, in a small town called Palm Bay.”

      “Sounds cool.”

      “It was okay.” I shrugged. “Nothing special, but we were close to the beach.” I paused for a few seconds. “We used to spend every weekend at Indialantic beach and sometimes we’d go down to Stuart. A lot of the pro surfers used to practice there, and we had a friend that was hoping to go pro.” I looked at her face and could see that she was listening to me intently. “Actually, the same friend that liked looking at the stars,” I said and I wanted to kick myself. I was revealing too much.

      “Did you surf as well, then?” she asked, and I was grateful that she was taking the conversation in a different direction.

      “I tried, but I was never a natural. Jackson and I, well, we were always artsier. You know, he started playing the guitar when he was four. He was a natural.”

      “I’ve heard something like that.” She nodded. “Were you in drama at school?”

      “You’d think so, right?” I laughed as I shook my head. “But no, I focused a lot on classes. I was in dual enrollment classes at the local community college, Brevard Community College, when I was high school school and studied a lot.” I thought back to my high school days. How long ago they seemed now. “And I had a job to help my mom pay the rent.”

      “Oh?” She sounded surprised. “Where did you work?”

      “Papa Johns.” I smiled. “Maybe that’s why I love pizza so much.”

      “Were your parents divorced?” she asked softly, and I felt my heart hardening as I thought about my parents’ marriage and my early childhood.

      “Something like that.” I nodded and then grabbed her arms and pulled her to me. “Too many serious questions have been asked. Can I kiss you?”

      She looked like she wanted to ask me something else, but I think she could tell from my tone that I was done answering questions.

      “If we kiss, it might lead to something more,” she said, tipping her head back. The moonlight illuminated her face, and when she looked back at me, she reminded me of a beautiful nymph, ready to captivate me and make me hers.

      “Would that be so bad?” I asked her softly. I pulled her into me so that she could feel my hardness against her stomach. “I know this isn’t something you normally do, but what’s the harm? I want you very badly, Piper Meadows. I want to please you. I want to pleasure you. I want to show you that I …”

      My voice trailed off as she took a step away from me. She slid her hands out of mine, and my jaw dropped as I watched her slowly pull her off first her top and then her shorts. She stood there in front of me, naked, and I’d never been more turned on in my life.

      “What are you doing?” I asked her as she started to dance in front of me, her body sensual and glowing in the moonlight. “You are a nymph, aren’t you?”

      “I’m just a love machine,” she sang as she danced and then she raised her hands in the air and turned around swaying like a belly dancer. My eyes could not leave her body and I was pulled to her with some sort of magnetic attraction. I was drawn to this woman like a moth to a flame.

      “You’re driving me crazy, woman.”

      “How crazy?”

      “This crazy.” I grabbed her around the waist and pulled her into a tight embrace. “Are you trying to bewitch me?” I whispered against her lips as she pressed herself into me and batted her eyelashes.

      “I don’t think anyone can bewitch you, Oracle Lion, aka Zach Houston.” Her voice was sexy and seductive and her words mesmerized me. “If anything, you’re the one bewitching me.”

      “How much have you had to drink, Piper?” I held her close to me. “I think I should get you home.”

      “Don’t you want me?” She grinned as she leaned up to kiss me.

      “Of course, I want you, but I don’t think this is the place.”

      “I didn’t think there was a place you would say no.”

      “Oh, and why is that?”

      “You seem to be with a different woman every other week.”

      “Oh?”

      “I mean, weren't you just dating that one model, what was her name, Cassie Cash?”

      “Cassie and I never dated.”

      “Oh, okay, did you just have sex, then?”

      “Contrary to what you think you know, we never had sex, either.”

      “What?” She paused then and I could see her thinking as she gazed up at me. “But what sort of relationship is that?”

      “Exactly, there was no relationship. Everything you read in the tabloids isn’t true, you know, Piper. I’m not Casanova.”

      “So you don’t get around?”

      “Well, I didn’t say that.” I laughed and bent down and picked up her clothes. “Here, put these on and let me take you home. I think the fresh air, water, and alcohol have all gone to your head.”

      “But I want to make love.”

      “As do I, but not if you’re drunk. Let’s see how you feel in the morning.”

      “In the morning?” She blinked at me as she held onto my arm with one hand and put her clothes on with the other hand. “Aren’t you going home?”

      “No, I think I should spend the night, in case you feel sick and need anything.”

      “That’s why you’re staying the night?”

      She gave me an impish look that made her look even cuter than before, and I just laughed. It was weird how comfortable I felt with Piper, seeing as I’d never met her before today and I never felt comfortable with anyone. I met a lot of women and a lot of women were into me, but it never felt genuine, not like it did with her. I always wondered if they were into me or if they were into just being with a star. With Piper, that thought never even crossed my mind. I truly believed she was her true self with me. Even if her true self was a bit all over the place. 

      “Let’s get you home.”

      I squeezed her hand as we made our way off the beach. We strolled lazily along the sand, and Piper started telling me a story about when she and Alexa had gone to what they thought was a regular dance club in San Francisco but had turned out to be a bondage club. She was open and free and I listened to her story, chuckling and turned on.

      Part of me couldn’t believe that I’d turned down sex on the beach, but I knew I wouldn’t have been happy with myself if I’d let it happen. I wanted Piper to want me when she was completely sober as well. And I was willing to wait until morning for that to happen.
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      Piper

      

      The sound of light snoring woke me up.

      I opened my eyes feeling slightly confused as to where the sound was coming from. Then I froze as I saw the golden-blond hairs on the tan chest directly next to my face. I glanced up and saw the handsome face of a sleeping Zach Houston.

      Daaammn, had I slept with him?

      I reached down to see if I had my panties on, and when I felt the lacy material, I had to admit I was slightly disappointed. As I lay there, memories of the previous night flashed into my mind. I couldn’t stop myself groaning out loud as I remembered my little naked dance on the beach.

      And this was why I didn’t normally drink on an empty stomach.

      I’d had pizza later in the night, but obviously, that had been too late to combat the evils of alcohol. I was grateful that I wasn’t feeling hungover, though, and that I was sober enough to appreciate his naked chest and the morning stubble that grew on his face.

      “What’s the groan for?”

      Zach gave me a wide smile as his eyes opened. There was a naughty twinkle in them, and I wondered if he’d been awake before me. But no, that wasn’t possible, he’d been snoring, hadn’t he? I stilled for a few moments as I realized that the snoring that had woken me might have been my own. I groaned again, thinking that this morning couldn’t possibly be any more embarrassing.

      “My snoring,” I said before I could stop myself. I blushed slightly at his grin as he basically confirmed that it had been me after all. “Did I wake you up?”

      “Yes, but not because of your snoring.”

      “Oh?” I moved over slightly so that I could look at his face properly without straining my neck and wondered if I should move off of him. 

      “Your hand got me excited.” He winked, and I instinctively moved my hands to see what he was talking about.

      My right hand felt numb as I was lying on top of it, but as I moved my left hand, I realized it was placed lightly on his cock. I could feel it growing hard as I moved my hand back and forth.

      “And it’s continuing to get me excited.”

      “Oh, uh, sorry.” I pulled my hand away, and he chuckled. I looked back into his smiling blue eyes and blinked rapidly, trying to wake myself from what had to be a dream.

      “Have you got something in your eyes?” His voice was caring and I stopped blinking. “Also, how are you feeling this morning?”

      “Nothing in my eyes and fine. Why?” 

      “You seemed like you had quite a bit to drink last night when you were shaking your coconuts on the beach.”

      Shaking my coconuts on the beach? My face reddened as I stared at his deadpan expression. I could tell that he was totally thinking about a naked me trying to dance sensually in the night air. Oh God, I remembered asking him to take me. Where was my shame? He most probably thought I was bipolar or something with my ever-changing moods. From goofy in the cupcake store, to standoffish in the club, to wanton once he came back to the apartment, to cold when we were going to have sex and then back to wanton on the beach. To be honest, I was surprised he was still here. I was acting like a crazy woman.

      “Not that I didn’t enjoy it. You’re quite the dancer.” He grinned, and before I knew what was going on, I felt his hand on my stomach, creeping up under my top. His lips moved to the side of my lips and he kissed me lightly. “In fact, if you’d like to give me another performance right now, I’d be happy to watch.”

      “Another performance?” I croaked out. Why was he delighting in embarrassing me?

      “You know.”

      His lips found their way to mine. His teeth tugged gently on my lower lip, and then I felt his hand behind my neck, pulling on my hair. My scalp tingled a little bit, but I soon forgot the slight pain as I enjoyed the feel of his lips on mine.

      “I want you to dance for me again,” he whispered against my lips and then blew gently on my skin.

      I swallowed at the intimate gesture and kissed him back lightly. I wanted to grab his hair and pull him against me. I wanted to slide my tongue into his mouth and grab his cock and glide on top of him. Even more than I’d wanted to the night before. I was no longer drunk, but I still wanted him.

      The only thing stopping me was the fact that I was pretty sure I had morning breath and smeared mascara, and I didn’t want to be all over him when I wasn’t at my best. At least let me brush my teeth and wash my face. That wasn’t too much for a girl to ask for. I mean, it’s not like I was going to get this opportunity again. He was a hot movie star. And yeah, he was a cocky bastard, but what did I care? And I wasn’t a mistress or cheater or whatever because he wasn’t actually dating Cassie Cash and he never had been. At least, that’s what he’d said the night before and I believed him. I mean, maybe they’d had sex, but I’m sure he had a lot of sex with a lot of women. It didn’t mean much. Just like him sleeping with me didn’t mean much. Well, to him at least.

      To me, well to me, it meant a lot. And it wasn’t just because he was a movie star. I’d seen a different side to him last night. He’d been caring and sweet and funny and nothing like what I’d thought he’d be like.

      “You don’t want to?” He pulled away and I could see the hesitancy in his face.

      “I do, but …” My voice trailed off. How did you tell a guy you were nervous you had bad breath? I mean, it wasn’t like he was my boyfriend. It just felt awkward.

      “But?”

      “Can I, well, we, brush our teeth first?” I asked him with a small shrug, loving the feel of his hands on my back. I made sure to keep eye contact because I didn’t want him to think I was nervous, even though inside every nerve ending was shaking.

      “Are you saying that my breath smells?”

      He laughed and then gave me a huge kiss on the lips. I couldn’t stop myself from kissing him back, and I had to admit that the last thing I was thinking about as our lips caressed was his breath. His hand cupped my breast as he rolled me onto my back. Throwing caution to the wind, I grabbed his head and kissed him back hard as my fingers ran through his silky tresses. He nudged my legs open with his knee and then kissed down my neck before pulling my top off in what felt like nanoseconds.

      “So beautiful,” he murmured as he kissed down the valley between my breasts and then my stomach. I felt his hands on my breasts playing with my nipples and my body was in overdrive with pleasure. His fingers flicked my nipples as his mouth kept heading lower. I closed my eyes and let my body submit to him and whatever he wanted to do. My fingers played with his hair and I heard him chuckle as my body froze still when his lips kissed me between my legs over my shorts. 

      “Zach …” I moaned as I felt his fingers on the top of my shorts nudging them down. “Are you …” I stopped talking because my tongue would no longer work. My shorts were now off and he was kissing up the side of my calf and toward my thighs. His lips alternated with his tongue on my skin as he made his way up my legs and I waited in barely conscious anticipation to feel his lips on my sweet spot. 

      “You taste like the ocean,” he growled against my inner thigh and his eyes glanced up at mine. “That salty-sweet taste is my favorite.”

      “Oh?” I reached down and grabbed his hair again, wanting to push his head back between my legs.

      “I love the ocean,” he said. “Especially fishing.” He winked and then his tongue lightly licked my clit and my entire body trembled as if an earthquake had just passed through the room. Then he started sucking, and I didn’t know what to do with my hands or my body. Moans flew out of my mouth, but I barely noticed them. All I could feel was the buildup in my stomach and between my legs. His tongue lightly entered me and I could feel the wetness seeping out of me.

      With a grunt, he lifted my legs up and over his shoulders and buried his face between my legs, licking and sucking for what felt like forever. Then he moved back up and kissed me on the mouth, sliding his boxers off with one hand as he kissed me. His other hand touched my breast and played with my nipple as I reached down to touch his cock. It felt huge in my fingers and I pressed myself into him. His body was warm and hard next to me, and I kissed him hard.

      My fingers moved up and down his shaft and then played with the increasingly moist head of his cock. He muttered something against my lips as I reached farther down and squeezed his balls. I could feel him shaking against me as I made a circle with my thumb and finger and ran it tightly back up his cock. I pushed him so that he was lying on his back and kissed his lips one last time before making my way down his chest.

      I lightly sucked his nipples and then kissed down to his stomach. I stared at his abs for a few seconds and then looked down. His cock stood to attention, and while I wasn’t great with numbers, it looked like it had to be at least seven or eight inches long and incredibly thick; not too thick, though, the girth was just about perfect. To be fair, Zach Houston had the most gorgeous penis I’d ever seen. And it went without saying that he was the most well-endowed man I’d ever been with—a part of me wondered if he’d be able to fit all the way. I continued kissing down his stomach, and then because I could help myself, I took the tip of his cock in my mouth.

      “Oh, shit,” he groaned and I felt his hands in my hair.

      The sound of his voice turned me on and encouraged me to keep going. I took more of his cock into my mouth and sucked it long and hard, taking it as deep as I could. He seemed to be growing even bigger as I sucked, and I felt him pulling on my hair harder as his breathing grew faster and faster.

      “Stop,” he groaned a few minutes later. “I’m going to blow.”

      “I don’t mind,” I said with a small smile as I could feel his body start to shudder.

      “I want to come in your other lips,” he answered, his voice deep and husky. The dirtiness of his words made me come slightly.

      “Hold on.”

      He rolled over and reached into his pants pocket again, and I watched as he pulled out a strip of condoms. He ripped open a packet and pulled a condom out, and before I knew what was happening, he was slipping it onto his hard cock. He grabbed my hands and pulled me up and then pushed me slightly so that I was on my back.

      “First position will be traditional and then we can go crazy,” he said with another wink and I felt the tip of his cock at my opening. His fingers rubbed my clit and he groaned. “You’re so wet for me.” He kissed me passionately, his tongue slipping into my mouth at the same time his cock entered me, hard and deep.

      I bit down on his lip in shock and pleasure as I felt him inside of me deeper than I’d ever felt someone before. His finger was still rubbing my clit and all my senses were overwhelmed with the pleasure he was giving me. 

      “Faster,” I moaned, barely able to keep up as I flexed my muscles in rhythm to his grinding.

      “Say my name,” he said as I started writhing beneath him more urgently.

      “Go faster,” I panted, feeling my release close, but not wanting to say his name for some reason. “Please,” I groaned as he pulled out of me completely and stared down at me. “Zach, please.”

      “Please what?” He gave me a wicked grin, and I bit down on my lower lip as he rubbed the tip of his cock against my clit. I was about ready to burst, but I needed to feel him inside of me.

      “Zach Houston, please fuck me harder.” My fingernails dug into his back and I bit down on his shoulder. “Now.”

      He chuckled for two seconds before entering me again. This time he moved harder and faster than I had ever thought possible, and I moved along with him, trying to keep up. I felt the pressure building up, I couldn’t stop it, and I screamed when I felt myself coming long and hard. He stared down at me with a satisfied smile and then increased his pace faster, grabbing my hips and slamming into me with abandon.

      “Fuck, yes,” he grunted.

      He slammed into me two more times before he paused and came inside of me. He kissed my neck as he lay on top me, then a few seconds later he pulled out of me, took the condom off, and placed it on the side table next to the bed. He kissed me on the lips and looked into my eyes and smiled.

      “That was worth the wait, Piper Meadows. That was definitely worth the wait.”

      “Worth the wait?” I laughed. “We only met yesterday. What wait are you talking about?”

      Normally, I would have felt slightly embarrassed or guilty about having slept with a man I’d just met, but at this moment I didn’t care at all. This had been the best sex of my life so far, and it had been well worth it. Plus, it was Oracle Lion—well, Zach Houston—and I was pretty sure I would have regretted missing out. He wasn’t as big of an ass as I’d thought.

      “You know you wanted me as soon as you saw me at the club.” He nodded with a cocky smile. “Our eyes met, and you thought to yourself, I’d love to be riding Oracle Lion tonight. Maybe you were even contemplating lifting up your skirt and taking me to the dance floor.” His fingers reached between my legs and rubbed. “Or maybe you were hoping for a threesome with me and Jackson.” His lips made their way to my ear. “One of us fucking you while the other one played with your tits.”

      I stilled at his words and looked at him with an annoyed expression.

      “I’m just joking.” He laughed and put his hands up in the air. “Don’t kill me.”

      “Uh-huh,” I mumbled, feeling less happy than I had a few minutes ago. Had he been joking? It didn’t sound like it to me. Maybe that had been the plan all along. Maybe they did have threesomes or foursomes or couple swaps or whatever. Maybe they’d thought they’d hit the jackpot when Alexa had arrived looking all hot and sexy.

      “Piper, I’m joking.” He touched the side of my face and stroked down to my collarbone. “I don’t do threesomes, and even if you’d begged me, I would have had to have said no.”

      “If I had begged you?” I hit him on the shoulder, and he burst out laughing. “Very funny. This isn’t something I do often you know. If you think I just sleep around and …” My voice trailed off as I watched him chuckling to himself. “Are you laughing at me?”

      “Would I do that?” He pulled me into his arms. “It’s been a nice night, Piper. Well, I should say a nice night and morning. It’s been just what I needed.”

      “Yeah, it has been nice.” I snuggled into his arms and closed my eyes. “You’ve given me some inspiration for my next book,” I said with a secret smile and shook my head as his eyes grew inquisitive. “And no, I’m not going to tell you what it’s about.”
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      The banging front door awoke me and I stretched against a sleepy Zach who was watching me with hooded eyes. “Oops, I guess I fell asleep.”

      “I guess you did,” he said with a small smile and I wondered what he was thinking.

      “I guess Alexa is back,” I said stupidly. “I wonder if Jackson is with her. Maybe they want to get brunch or something.”

      “Hmm.”

      Before I could say anything else, Alexa was opening my bedroom door and striding in. “You will never believe what I found out about Jackson Camden,” she said as she walked in and stopped, her eyes were wide and her hair was wild.

      “Score, Piper. I knew you’d get Oracle Lion into the sack one of these days.”

      Alexa grinned wickedly, though the smile didn’t reach her eyes and before Zach and I knew what was happening, she was snapping a photo of us with her phone, flash on and blinding us with its light.

      “If times get hard again, this will be worth a pretty penny.” She winked at me before heading out of the room again.

      I looked over at Zach with a small smile about to apologize for Alexa’s poor sense of humor, but all humor and affection had gone from his face. He looked at me stonily and I could feel his emotional and physical withdrawal from me.

      “She’s just joking.” I made to stroke the side of his face, but he recoiled from me. “Zach, are you mad?” My eyes took in the veiled anger in his face. He shook his head and pulled away from me.

      “Nope.” He looked at his watch in an exaggerated fashion and then reached down to his pants and pulled his phone out of his pocket, swiped a couple of times and appeared to be reading something. He glanced up at me with narrowed eyes and gave me a bitter smile. “Some writer, eh?”

      “Excuse me, what?” I stared at him, feeling emptiness already fill me as he jumped up out of the bed.

      “I have to go.” He pulled on his clothes quickly, typed something on his phone, and gave me one long last glance. “It’s been real. Thanks for the fun,” he said as he walked to the bedroom door. He stopped at the door and looked back at me with disdain, then took a leather wallet out of his pocket, opened it, and pulled out a stack of bills, which he threw onto the bed.

      “That’s for you,” he said with a twist of his lips. Then he moved back toward the bed and stared down at a shocked me. “And if I see that photo of us in any tabloids, I will sue you for every penny you have.” And with that, he was gone. I sat on the bed in shock, wondering what the hell had just happened. He couldn’t have been that upset because of Alexa’s joke, could he? Granted, it had been in poor taste, but it had just been a joke.

      “What the hell happened to Oracle?” Alexa walked into the room looking confused. “He just stormed out of the apartment and gave me the dirtiest look I’ve ever been given in my life.”

      “Girl, I have no idea.” I shook my head. “But I knew he was an asshole.” I sighed as I picked up the stack of bills he’d left on the bed. “He basically just called me a whore.”

      “What? Alexa’s jaw dropped. “No way.”

      “He dropped all these bills on the bed.” I counted them quickly. “Two thousand dollars.” I held the money up in shock. “He left two thousand dollars.”

      “Did he think you were a prostitute?” Alexa sat on the side of the bed and gave me a look. “How rude.”

      “I don’t think he did.” I shook my head slightly and then pointed at her. “He got all funny when you took that photo. Why did you do that?” It was then that I noticed that Alexa looked upset with red eyes. “Have you been crying?”

      “You won’t believe what happened,” she said collapsing down on the bed. “Ugh, I hate men.”

      “Does this have to do with what you said you found out about Jackson Camden?” I thought back to her words when she entered the room.

      “Yes.” She nodded. “You’re not going to believe what I found out.”
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      Oracle

      

      Idiot!

      That’s what I was thinking as I walked to the beach after leaving Piper’s place. Idiot! I couldn’t believe that I’d been taken in by Piper so convincingly. As soon as Alexa had walked into the apartment, I knew something had been off. Jackson was the sort of guy who would have taken her to breakfast and then to lunch and then most probably would have seen if she’d be up for a quickie at the airport before he left.

      I’d seen the look on Alexa’s face when she’d walked into the bedroom. She hadn’t looked happy. Which led me to believe her night with Jackson hadn’t gone as planned. And what was that she’d said about finding some secret out about Jackson?

      I looked back down at the text that Jackson had sent me that morning, “Dude, if you’re still with that chick, get out of there. I’m pretty sure she and Alexa are journalists and last night was a setup.”

      I clenched my fists as I reread his words. No wonder Piper hadn’t wanted to tell me what she was working on now. It was a frigging article about me and maybe Jackson. She’d well and truly fooled me. I stared at the photo of the newspaper that Jackson had sent with the text and my heart froze. I sighed as I realized I couldn’t go to my private home in Venice beach. I had to go back to the main house and talk with Jackson, and we had to figure out exactly what each one of us had told the girls. And exactly what Alexa had found out.

      My mind flashed back to Piper’s shocked expression as I’d thrown the money on the bed. She’d looked taken aback and hurt and I bet she was shocked that I’d figured out her secret. I had to give it to her, she’d had me well and truly fooled.
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      “She thought she was so smart,” Jackson growled and slammed the paper down on my dining room table with a loud bang. “She didn’t even ask me anything about it, just sat there reading.”

      “She sat there reading it right in front of you?” I asked him, choosing my words slowly. I could tell from the way he was talking that he was worried. “Did you ask her where she got the paper?”

      “I didn’t want her to think I was interested or had noticed what she was reading. I didn’t want to make her think I knew anything.”

      “So it could have been a coincidence?” I asked, but really, how could it have been?

      “Do I think it’s a coincidence that she was reading the Orlando Sentinel and the front story was about the reopening of a case from twelve years ago?” He gave me a look that told me he thought I was stupid. “We’re in Los Angeles, Zach. Does that sound like a coincidence to you?”

      “Did you know?” I didn’t even have to ask him the full question. He knew what I was talking about, but I decided to clarify anyway. “Did you know they were reopening the case?”

      “I had no idea.” He shook his head, his eyes downcast. “I have to call Margaret.” Margaret was his younger sister and the only woman that Jackson had truly cared about in his life. “Maybe she knows something.”

      “But what if she doesn’t?” I said softly, touching his shoulder. “Let’s just see what happens. You don’t want to get her upset or anything.”

      “Did you say anything to … what was her name?” he asked me, his eyes searching mine and I could see him relaxing as I shook my head.

      “Piper, and no, she didn’t even ask.”

      “Did you fuck her?” He grinned now, obviously feeling better enough to be crude.

      “Really, dude?” I shook my head. “That’s so classy.” 

      “So that’s affirmative. You fucked her.” He started laughing then and checked his phone. “I’m wondering if I should cancel my trip to New York and fly to Orlando instead. What do you think?”

      “I don’t know. I don’t think that’s smart.” I walked over to him and touched his shoulder. “Don’t do anything out of the ordinary. There’s no point.”

      “You sure you didn’t tell that Piper anything?”

      “She didn’t ask me anything …” I paused to think back to my conversation with Piper. “Well, I guess she kinda asked about my pre-fame days, but nothing much. Nothing detailed or searching …” I stopped for a second and tried to think back to the beach. “Maybe she asked me about our friendship, though.”

      “What did she ask and what did she already know?”

      “I think maybe she knew that we grew up together and we went to the same college.” I sighed. “But maybe I told her that. I don’t remember.” 

      “But she didn’t tell you she was a journalist, did she?”

      “No.” I grew angry again. “She didn’t tell me that. She told me she wrote books, but she didn’t want to tell me what she was working on now.”

      “Yeah, I wonder why.” Jackson tapped his hands against the table. “I could ruin her career. It would take one call to Bill, and he’d make sure she never got hired again by any reputable media house.”

      “Who does she work for now?” I asked him, curious and slightly guilty. I didn’t want to ruin Piper’s career. I’d thought she and I had some sort of connection. Obviously, I’d been wrong.

      “Don’t know. Alexa was telling me something about how she was so proud of Piper for doing what she loved and mentioned how she’d written some articles that had made her a shit ton of money.”

      “Exposé articles?” 

      “That’s what I’m guessing.” Jackson shook his head. “I should have known when she was faking not knowing you in the club that she was up to no good. Like who the hell doesn’t know Oracle Lion?”

      “A few people.” I laughed, though I wasn’t feeling happy. “She didn’t seem to know my real name was Zach, though.” I started pacing back and forth. “And she didn’t mention the band.”

      “Yeah, because she’s smart enough not to show her cards too soon,” Jackson growled. “I need a beer.” He walked into the kitchen and I followed behind him. “Also, your mom called.”

      “Pass me a Bud,” I said as he opened the fridge. “And maybe throw me a sandwich. I’m hungry.”

      “You didn’t eat yet?”

      “I was kinda occupied.” I gave him a wink, and he laughed.

      “And I’m the dirty dog?”

      “You didn’t hook up with Alexa?”

      “Nah, she wanted to talk.” He rolled his eyes. “Now I know why.”

      “They don’t know anything, Jackson. There’s no way they know anything. It’ll be okay, man.”

      “Yeah, yeah.” He took a deep breath. “I just thought that by now we’d be able to breathe easy, you know?” He shook his head. “But you can’t trust any of these hoes.”

      “Yeah.” I nodded as I popped the tab on the Bud can and started drinking. Piper’s innocent smile and breathtaking face popped into my mind, and I tried to ignore the memory of her fingers digging into my shoulders as she climaxed. Her eyes had been so wide and full of emotion. She’d acted like I’d given her the best orgasm of her life. I snorted as I realized she’d been a better actress than I’d given her credit for. “She did say something weird to me, though.”

      “What?” He paused.

      “She told me I’d given her inspiration for her next book.” I clenched my fist. “And her friend, Alexa—well, her friend said she found out something about you.”

      “What?” Jackson looked nervous. “What did she find out?”

      “That, I don’t know,” I said in an agitated tone. “That I really don’t know.”

      “We have to find out, Zach. This can’t get out in the open.” He stared at me for what felt like years, and I was taken back to our childhood and memories that I’d tried to forget. “It would ruin us both. It would ruin everything.”

      “I know.” I squeezed his shoulder. “Leave it to me. I’ll take care of it.” I spoke in such a confident tone that almost I believed myself, but I didn’t know what I was going to do. I’d have to think and plan. I knew that I had to do whatever it took. We hadn’t come all this way for someone like Piper Meadows to make it all come crashing down. Not even with her cute impish smile and sexy long hair. She wasn’t going to bewitch me again. I would make sure of that.
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      “Have a safe flight. I’ll speak to you later.”

      I waved bye to Jackson as he got into the waiting limo then walked back to the dining room. I walked over to the table and picked up the newspaper so that I could read the full article and see what had gotten Jackson so nervous. Maybe he’d been working himself up for nothing. I could feel my heart racing as I stared at the photo and headline that took up the full front page of the Orlando Sentinel newspaper. The headline read, The Case of Radley Markham—What Happened To the Billion Dollar Heir to the Markham Fortune? And right below it was a photograph of Radley at Cocoa Beach with a surfboard.

      I stared at the photo and grimaced as I looked in the background. Right behind Radley stood four other guys, all with surfboards, and two women in tiny bikinis. That photo had been taken the day before Radley had disappeared and that group was thought to have been the last people to have seen him alive.

      I stared at the photo and bit down on my lower lip before scanning the article to see what was included, but it was the same information that had been given years and years ago. It just talked about how the elusive, handsome surfer Radley Markham, the sole heir to a pharmaceutical fortune, had disappeared. There was no mention of me or of Jackson, and why should there be? We’d never been mentioned in any of the previous articles.

      The case had died down years ago, but if anyone looked carefully at the article now, any fans, the background of the photo might make them twice about the article. In that group of surfers stood younger versions of me and Jackson, and I knew that the press would go crazy if they ever realized we were part of the last group that had seen him alive. It might have been noted that we were in the same fraternity, but I don’t think anyone had ever made the deep personal connection between us. And if they dug deeper, they’d find out even more about the beginnings of both of our careers.

      I folded the newspaper and carried it to my study. I’d read it after I called my mom. As I settled into my plush leather chair behind my mahogany wood desk, I allowed myself to think of Piper again. Had she played me from the beginning? Had she slept with me just to get more access into my life? What was her next step? She hadn’t even asked me for my number, but I had a feeling I’d be hearing from her soon enough. Women like her, users, always seemed to find a way to get back in touch.

      “Hey, Mom, it’s me. I heard you called.” I sank back into my chair, knowing that the upcoming call was going to last for at least an hour. I pulled out a notepad and pen and started writing some notes. I needed to figure out what to do next because as I’d thought about it, I realized that Piper wasn’t just planning on writing an article about my and Jackson’s history. She was planning on writing a whole book. And I wasn’t about to let that happen.
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      Piper

      

      “So what is it you found out?” I pulled the sheets up around me so that I didn’t accidentally flash Alexa. “Actually, can we pause for fifteen minutes? I’d like to take a shower and put on some clothes.”

      “And maybe we can get some food, too.” Alexa looked hopeful, and I smiled as best as I could. “Hey, are you okay?” She lightly touched my shoulder. “I’m sorry that douchebag treated you like that. He thinks he’s all that, but all he is an asshole. Typical Hollyweird asshole.”

      “Yeah, you’re right.” I nodded and sighed. “My gut told me in the club he was full of shit and he was. I should have listened to my brain and not my body.”

      “You weren’t to know, girl.” Alexa stood up. “Neither one of us were to know. We haven’t dealt with guys like these before.”

      “What, Hollywood stars?”

      “Hollywood stars with a secret.” She smiled at me mysteriously. “Shower and get dressed. I need to check something out online.”

      “Okay, Nancy Drew,” I said as she walked toward the door. “I just hope that there are mimosas in my foreseeable future.”

      “Of course.” She laughed. “How can we brunch in LA without them? Maybe we can even pay for them on dickwad’s dime.”

      “Of course we will.” I laughed. “He’ll also be paying for the new Louis Vuitton bag I buy today. And this time, it’s not going to be a fake.” 
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      “So what is it you found out?” I asked Alexa impatiently after we ordered our food. “You’re killing me here. First, no mimosas and still no story.” I gave her a look. “This had better be good.”

      “I’ll tell you in a second,” she said absentmindedly as she sipped on her coffee. “Shit, I think I left my newspaper at Oracle’s place.” Alexa groaned as she put her coffee cup down. “Shit, shit, shit.”

      “What newspaper?” I asked her curiously and withheld a sigh. “What does that have to do with what you found out? And wait, you spent the night at Zach’s?”

      “Oops yeah, I forgot since we’re his friends now, we can call him Zach.”

      “We’re not his friends.” I rolled my eyes and snorted. “Was it nice?”

      “Was what nice?”

      “His house?”

      “It was large and looked modern, but I didn’t love it.” She made a face and then gasped. “Oh my God.” She looked annoyed at herself. “I should have gone into the bathroom and looked through the cupboards.

      “Oh, Alexa, no wonder Zach thinks we’re shady.” I laughed and then pressed some more. “Did you see any women’s touches or …” My voice trailed off. I knew I sounded pathetic. 

      “Or what?”

      “Bras or stuff?”

      “Oh Piper, are you jealous?” Her eyes widened as she giggled. “You don’t have a thing for him, do you? Not after how he left? I guess he could just be one of those moody sorts of guys. Are you going to see him again?”

      “Hell, no.” I made a face. “He didn’t get my number, and he didn’t give me his, so no, I doubt it. And even if he did call, I wouldn’t answer after how he treated me. Jerkface.”

      “True, he doesn’t deserve you. But to answer your question, no I didn’t see any evidence that a woman has ever been at his place,” Alexa said with a small shrug. “To be honest, his place felt cold. Cold and gray and slightly ugly.”

      “But you still had fun, right? With Jackson?” I asked. “Before you left?”

      “Honestly?” She looked at me with an unsure look on her face. “It was weird. He’s not how I thought he would be.”

      “Oh?”

      “Yeah, I don’t know how to put it into words.”

      “Was he good in bed?”

      “We didn’t even have sex, girl.” She shook her head. “I’m not sure if he didn’t find me attractive or had had too much to drink or what. This morning, I thought we might, but he basically started shouting at me and kicked me out as soon as he woke up.”

      “Oh shit, what? What were you doing?” I wanted to ask her more about the night before but didn’t want to pry. I could tell that there was something she wasn’t telling me in her story but wasn’t going to push it.

      “Nothing. I was in bed reading the newspapers I got from the library.”

      “Oh, for your research?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “Maybe he thought I was too nerdy.”

      “Oh, sad.” I walked over to give her a hug. “That sucks.”

      “I guess it’s true what they say about famous guys. They look better than they are.” She rolled her eyes. “Weirdo.”

      “That sucks.”

      “Yeah, who would have thought out of the two of us, you would be the one who got laid last night.”

      “Not me.” I laughed. “Not me.”

      “It just sucks because there was a great article about the history of the KKK in Florida because they had a rally in downtown Orlando and one of the reporters did an extensive write-up.”

      “Aww man, that sucks. So you decided to make Florida one of the key states for your research?”

      “Yeah.” She nodded. “I think it’s really interesting. You wouldn’t think that Florida would have such a high concentration of white supremacists, but it does, and the history is really rich.” She started playing with her hair, and I knew she was going into historian mode. “I want to link the ending of segregation to the rise of clan membership.”

      “The rise?” I blinked. “Oh wow, I wouldn’t have thought that.”

      “Yeah.” She sighed. “I mean I haven’t got it all figured out yet, but it makes sense, right because even after Brown versus. Board of Education, many cities in the South still didn’t want to desegregate.” She looked at me then. “I told you about that case in North Carolina, right?”

      “Yeah.” I looked down. My life choices were starting to feel insignificant. Alexa and I had both studied history in undergrad, but there she was working on her PhD and trying to figure out real solutions to societal issues, and here I was trying to write a sexy paranormal romance book. I’d tried my hand at historical romance and while it had been well regarded, I hadn’t enjoyed writing it. And it also hadn’t paid well.

      I’d been lucky enough to get a side gig writing movie reviews for an online entertainment website and had gotten even luckier in having ten articles that had blown up and been syndicated around the world. Fortune had favored me, and the director of last year’s Oscar winner who was working on the next superhero franchise was the father of one of Alexa’s classmates, and she’d gotten me an exclusive. It had helped that she’d been sleeping with her classmate at the time and promised him we’d have a threesome if he’d get me the exclusive. I hadn’t known about that offer until later when she’d dumped him for cheating on her with her latest step-sister. It had been a whole lot of drama at the time, but it had made me fifty thousand dollars richer and was the reason why I was now able to focus on writing my book about two star-crossed lovers who happened to be a vampire and a witch. 

      “But that’s not all I wanted to tell you.” She leaned forward with a conspiratorial grin and interrupted my thoughts.

      “Oh?” I looked up at her and this time she had a wicked look on her face. “What is it, Alexa? Oh my God, please tell me.”

      “That newspaper, well, I got it for my research, but I ended up finding something else.”

      “What? What?” I was dying to know now.

      “When Jackson started acting crazy and accusing me of being some sort of paparazzi, I saw his eyes darting to the front of the newspaper a lot.”

      “Okay, and?”

      “There was a cover story on the front about some rich kid who disappeared.”

      “Aww, that’s sad. How old were they?”

      “Some guy, looked to be about eighteen or maybe twenty.”

      “Oh, so not a young kid. I thought you meant …” I stopped talking when Alexa put her hand up in the air. “Sorry. Continue.”

      “So this rich kid was the heir to some fortune and he disappeared.”

      “Yeah, okay.”

      “He was hanging out with friends the night before he died.”

      “He died?”

      “Oh, I don’t know. I assume he died, right? I mean it’s been ages.” She shrugged. “So I was checking out the photo and guess who I see in the background of the photo?”

      “Who?” I asked. “Wait, not yourself?”

      “Piper Meadows, sometimes you really act like you’re are a blonde.” She rolled her eyes at me. “How the hell am I going to see myself in the back of some photo of some guy that disappeared in Orlando when I’ve never even been to Florida?”

      “I don’t know, maybe you have a doppelgänger?” I stopped then as I could see she was getting irritated. “Fine, sorry. Who did you see?”

      “None other than Mr. Jackson Camden and Mr. Oracle Lion—sorry, Mr. Zach Houston.”

      “What?” My jaw dropped. “No way.”

      “Way. Younger versions, but it was them.” She nodded to herself. “It was definitely them. That’s why I took the photo this morning of the two of you. As evidence.”

      “Evidence of what?” I blinked at her, not understanding what she was saying.

      “If you go missing, I can show the police you were with him.”

      “With Zach? Why would they care that I was ever with him and why would I go missing?” And then it hit me. “You think they had something to do with it?” 

      “Yes, Einstein.” She grinned at my pout. “Sorry, I couldn’t resist, but it makes sense, right? Why else did Jackson go so funny?” She looked away for a few seconds and I could see that she was thinking about something that she didn’t want to talk about with me. “We need to find out what happened.” She looked back at me suddenly. “Don’t you want to know what happened?”

      “Well, we don’t even know if it was them or if they know what happened.” I stopped talking as the waitress approached us with two plates. She placed my eggs Benedict and home fries in front of me and the cheese and spinach omelet in front of Alexa. “Thank you,” I said as she smiled at us and then as soon as she walked away I turned back to Alexa. “You’re making a lot of assumptions.”

      “I’m a historian, that’s my job.” She grabbed her knife and fork and started eating. “I’m so hungry, it’s not even funny.”

      “So, we should make a list of all the things we think we know and go from there,” I said as I picked up my cutlery. “Pass the salt and pepper, please.” I took a bite and realized the hollandaise sauce was tasteless. “And how are we meant to find out anything more? Neither one of us has contact with either of them, and it’s not like we hobnob with the rich and famous every day.”

      “We’ll think of something,” she said as she passed me the salt and pepper shakers. “Don’t make that face at me, Piper. It’ll be fun.”

      “I don’t know about fun.” I grabbed my orange juice, sans champagne, and took a sip. “What I do know is I want to see that newspaper article and photo for myself before we take any steps.”

      “I knew you’d be in.” She grinned. “How exciting is this weekend turning out to be?”

      “I had plenty of fun this morning, thanks.”

      I put my glass down and thought back to how Zach had pleasured me. He’d taken control, and I’d seen a sexy, dominant side to him that I wouldn’t have guessed existed. When he’d told me to say his name, he’d been so insistent, so teasing. It had made me want him even more. The look in his eyes had been tantalizing, and I knew in my heart of hearts that he had even more secrets hidden inside that I couldn’t even guess at. He could be cocky, self-deprecating, bossy, even humorous at times, but behind it all, there was a cloud of something else. Something impenetrable. Zach Houston definitely had a secret hidden past; something that he was holding inside.

      Normally, I would have let it go. It wasn’t my business after all. Yes, the sex had been great, and I’d never expected to see him again after our one-night stand, but after he’d left that money, no, thrown that money on the bed and given me that arrogant look of disdain, I wasn’t just going to let it go.
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      Oracle

      

      “Zach, I’ve been thinking and wondering …” My mother’s voice trailed off, and I could feel myself tensing at what was going to come next. Nothing ever good came from my mom thinking.

      “Yes?” I said finally when she didn’t continue. I hated it when she did this. She wanted me to coax her thoughts out of her as if I were dying to hear her story.

      When I was a young child, it had been exciting, wondering what my mother was going to tell me. The long, painstaking details of her life had made me feel like she was confiding in me, like we were bonding, until I reached my teenage years and realized that my mom was an attention-seeking drama queen who thrived off of being admired and heard. It didn’t help that now most of her friends had disappeared and we had little to no family other than each other. I had become my mom’s everything, and she didn’t know how to let go of the past or me.

      “Why do you have an attitude, Zach? Is that any way to talk to your mother?” Her voice rose, and I knew that if I didn’t soothe her right away, she’d have some sort of emotional breakdown.

      “I don’t have an attitude, Mom, I just don’t have time for a long story right now. I’m working on something new and, well, it’s time-sensitive.” I tried to be as polite as possible without completely lying.

      “You always make time for work and other people,” she said, and I took a deep breath. If she started to complain about how little time I had for her, I was going to shit a brick. “I was thinking about my parents and how their story is so unique.”

      “Okay?” I asked her wondering where this was going. My mom had been raised by her mom and stepfather who had immigrated to the States from England. My grandfather, her birth father, had died in World War II in the trenches in France, and my grandmother would sometimes have dreams of him coming to her. He had been the love of her life and everyone knew it; even her new husband, who had, quite rightly, in my opinion, ended up leaving her when my mom was five. Nana had worked as a housekeeper for a rich family in South Carolina who had liked the fact that she had an English accent, and my mom had grown up with the kids in the family, taking on all their airs and graces as if her ancestors had been owners of a vast plantation as well.

      “Have you thought about making a movie about them?” she said, her voice bright. “Didn’t that Steven Spielberg make that one war movie that did really well?”

      “Saving Private Ryan?” I asked cautiously.

      “Hmm no, that doesn’t sound right. The one in the war with the nurse. And she fell in love with the soldier.”

      “The English Patient?”

      “No, no, that’s not it. Was it called The Hangover?” Her voice sounded genuine, and I withheld a laugh.

      “No, Mom, I don’t think you’re thinking about The Hangover, but anyway, what about it?”

      “I think you could win an Oscar if you made a movie about your grandparents and their epic love story. It would be a lot to know you have a personal connection to the story.”

      “Mom, I don’t even know their story, not really.” I took a deep breath. “So it would be hard to make a movie about it.”

      “Well, I can tell you everything and you can write it down and make it. Doug, be quiet.” She shushed her yappy dog who was barking up a storm in the background.

      “Mom, you know I’m not a writer.”

      “You wrote those songs when you were in that band with Jackson and Radley. What was it called again?”

      “Three Donkeys,” I said trying not to grimace. How often was Radley going to come up today?

      “Oh yeah, The Three Horses. Well, you wrote those songs. You can write a book about your grandparents. It’s the least you can do, Zach.”

      “Mom.” I sighed, “that doesn’t make me a writer.”

      “Well, don’t you know plenty of writers?” she continued pushing it. “You’re telling me the number one actor in all of Hollywood doesn’t know any writers? And don’t forget where you came from, young man. If it wasn’t for Nana moving and working as a slave to support us, you wouldn’t be where you are today.”

      “Mom, Nana didn’t work as a slave. You can’t make those comments.”

      “Well, she worked as a housekeeper and nanny in the South, it’s almost the same thing.”

      “Mom, you and Nana had your own wing in the house. The Cornelius family also sent you to private school, and Mr. Cornelius gave Nana two hundred thousand dollars when she retired. It’s not quite the same.”

      “Well, you know what I’m saying. I’m not saying she was a slave slave, though she did also come over to this country on a boat.”

      “Mom. It’s not the same thing. She took a boat to Ellis Island of her own free will.” I closed my eyes for a few seconds and took a deep breath. 

      “You are such a snowflake, Zach. My friend Iris was telling me all about you liberal Hollywood actors and your agenda. Well, you know I never—”

      “Mom, I’m not going to listen to this right now, okay. I don’t know who your friend Iris is, but if she’s the one feeding you this crap, you need to drop her because she’s not a good friend.”

      “Well, now Zach, there’s no need to go getting into a mood. I’m just telling you what she told me. Everyone’s so sensitive these days. You can’t say anything.”

      “Mom, you’re an attractive white woman with blond hair and blue eyes, you live in a million-dollar house, you have a Mercedes, you and Nana were never slaves, and it’s disrespectful to say you were.”

      “I never said I was a slave, Zach. I just said—”

      “Mom! Stop, please.” I couldn’t deal with her nonsense today. Not after the day I’d already had. I had bigger things to worry and think about.

      “Are you going to make Nana’s movie? I think she’d love to know her dear grandson made a movie about her love story.”

      “Let me think about it, okay? Look, Mom, I have to go. I’ll call you later. Maybe next week.”

      “Fine. I’m here and ready to tell you the story when you make time.” She paused and then she said, “I saw the Orlando Sentinel today. Top story was about Radley. Looks like there might be some new information in the case.”

      “Oh?” I asked, my heart going still. What information?

      “Yes, my friend Iris, well, her grandson is a deputy sheriff, and he works for the OPD. Transferred up from West Palm Beach a couple of years after she downsized. He still comes to see her every month, as well. He’s a good boy.”

      “That’s nice, Mom.”

      “She has a granddaughter as well, Zoe is her name. A sweet thing she is, but they’re Jewish, and I know Iris has her heart set on a Jewish husband for Zoe, though I suppose she wouldn’t say no to a famous Hollywood star as a grandson-in-law, Jewish or not.”

      “Mom, I told you a long time ago that we’re not discussing my love life.”

      “Well, you don’t want to be single forever. I saw that you and that Cassie Cash broke up. What you need is a real woman, a nice young lady, Zach. Not one of those stick-thin models or actresses. You know how they stay so thin? It’s cocaine. Iris told me.”

      “Well, Iris seems to know a lot, doesn’t she?” I didn’t want to confirm anything, but that was a piece of information that Iris had gotten correct. “And I do date plenty of real women who aren’t in the business, Mom.” An image of Piper flashed through my mind, but I dismissed it as easily as it had come. I wasn’t dating her, and she was as far from a real woman as you could find. She was a two-faced snake.

      “Good, good, so I’ll hear from you about the movie? You don’t even have to come to Florida. I’ll fly to LA.” She started singing under her breath. “I have to go now, my love. I need to go to the mall and look for some clothes. See you soon. Stay good, Zachy. Love you.”

      And with that, she was gone.

      I put the phone down on my desk and stood up. I walked through the doorway and down the long corridor to the kitchen. The house was too big for one person, and it was so gray. The only part of the house I loved was the large pool outside the living room. I walked into the living room and opened the sliding door and made my way over to the pool. I slowly took off my shirt and pants and left them on the ground. I pulled off my briefs, threw them toward my pants and then dove into the deep end. 

      I loved swimming naked. I loved the water. I held my breath and swam the entire length of the pool, even though the pool was Olympic-sized. I could feel myself running low on oxygen in my lungs, but I wasn’t going to surface until I hit the wall. I couldn’t. I had to reach the end. My hand tapped the wall and I surfaced gasping for air, the water rushing down my face. I ran my hands through my hair and leaned back against the side of the pool. The blue of the water shimmered in the sunlight and I stared at it for a few seconds. The sky blue color of the water was the exact same shade as Radley’s eyes. Radley Markham. Radley Markham. Radley Markham. My first friend.

      I’d actually met him before I met Jackson. His mother had been a distant cousin of the Kennedys, and my mother had made sure to become Mrs. Radley’s friend in the mommy group she’d joined as soon as she’d found out that fact. Mrs. Markham had been a nice lady, young, sweet, impressionable. Her much older husband had been the opposite, though. He’d been a nasty piece of work. A controlling man. Abusive. A cheat. Mrs. Markham had taken her own life when Radley was just ten. I felt like it had affected me more than Radley. And maybe even more than my mom.

      I slapped the water in frustration as I thought of my mom. I loved her, I really did. I loved her because she was my mom and she was a good person underneath it all, but boy, she made it hard. On the surface, she was a busybody, a snob, and maybe to some a racist, but I knew that she held a hurt she’d never gotten over. She had fallen in love when she was sixteen with an African American boy by the name of Marcus Martin. She’d talked about him so much that I knew his name better than my own. He’d been a scholarship student in her class, and he had loved her as well. They’d even gone on a couple of dates. And then my nana had found out. And God bless my nana, but she had been a racist, and she had banned my mom from dating him. My mom, ever the stubborn woman that she was, said no and kept on dating him. And then something had happened. I didn’t know what exactly, but they’d broken up.

      Two years after that she met and married my dad, good old Johnson Houston, a banker who had been twenty years older than her and a handsome stud. Two years later she still hadn’t gotten pregnant and was wondering what was going on. She was a bit wishy-washy about what happened next in the marriage, but all of a sudden, when she was thirty-nine years old, she’d gotten pregnant with me. And my dad had died when I was three, leaving her to raise me alone. I had very few memories of my dad aside from his kind laugh and him singing “Yankee Doodle Dandy” to me every night.

      When Radley’s mother had died, I’d tried to talk to him and offer some support. I’d told him that it got better, that even though I missed my dad every day, I knew he was in a better place. Radley had just stared at me with blank, unfeeling eyes. It had been the strangest thing, and at the time, I was uncomfortable and worried about my friend. It took a few years before my feelings toward him started changing and the worry I felt had changed to something more akin to hatred. Radley Markham had been handed the world on a plate and he didn’t even appreciate it. And the only one that knew was Jackson. Jackson Camden, the one person in the world I trusted my life with. The one person who had been genuine with me from the beginning. We’d been together on the way up, and we’d be together on the way down. I’d cross heaven and hell for him.

      And it looked like I might be about to.
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      Piper

      

      “I’ll have a green tea, please.” I smiled at the barista at the new Starbucks in Montclair Village and kept my eyes averted from the iced lemon loaf slices.

      “What size?”

      “Grande, please.” I debated getting a toasted bagel. “Actually, I’m sorry to do this, but can I get a Grande Mocha Frappuccino and a toasted plain bagel with butter?”

      “Any cream cheese?” the barista asked me, and I shook my head.

      “No, thanks. I’m trying to be healthy,” I said with a small laugh. “So hold the whipped cream as well, please.”

      “No whipped cream?”

      I bit down on my lower lip and sighed. The whipped cream with a squirt of chocolate syrup made the drink. “Go on, then. I can start my diet over tomorrow,” I said with a wide grin, but she didn’t grin back.

      “Name?”

      “Piper.” I handed her over a twenty-dollar bill. She handed me back my change without saying another word. I debated cracking a joke about her having a bad day but decided to keep my mouth shut.

      I looked around and hurried over to an empty table that had just opened up next to the window. The view wasn’t the most picturesque, but I’d take looking at the stores across the street over looking at the baristas working.

      I had a lot to get done today. I wanted to outline my book, and I knew that Alexa wanted to meet up with me later to discuss what our next steps should be with the Jackson and Zach investigation. It made me feel a bit like Harriet the Spy or Nancy Drew and all sorts of cool until I actually started thinking about what we were doing. These were rich and powerful men, and we were insignificant nobodies whose only experience with detective work was playing the Sherlock Holmes Consulting Detective Agency board game.

      I pulled out my laptop and my notebook, glancing toward the counter to make sure they hadn’t already made my drink and called out my name. I picked up my phone and scrolled to see if I had any text messages and tried to ignore the wash of disappointment that flooded through me when I saw that the only message I had was from my cousin. Nothing from Zach.

      Which wasn’t surprising because he didn’t have my number. And he was an asshole, but still. I’d hoped that maybe he’d have an explanation for everything and that he would text or call me to apologize for dumping that money on the bed. He’d been so rude, and I found it hard to reconcile the man who had danced with me on the beach and kissed me so sweetly with the man that had thrown the money on the bed with the coldest expression I’d ever seen in my life.

      “Piper, one Grande Mocha Frappuccino ready,” a man called out.

      I jumped up and headed over to collect my drink, looking back at my table quickly to make sure that no thieves were going to steal my laptop as I got my drink. I always worried when I went to coffee shops and the beach. What were you meant to do with your stuff when you got up? I mean, there’s a system of trust, but really, who knows who will break that trust?

      I grabbed my drink and headed back to my table. I grabbed my pen and started doodling on the pad. This was my first time writing paranormal romance, and I knew that I was going to make it steamy. I was going to model the vampire on Zach—well, my fantasy of Zach, not the real Zach. He was brooding and handsome and the things he had done in bed were definitely going to be featured in the sex scenes I wrote.

      I found myself writing Zach’s name over and over on my pad, so I opened my laptop and decided to do some research instead. I typed “Oracle Lion” into the Google search bar and waited to see what popped up on the screen.

      My phone beeped, and I grabbed it to see a text from Alexa.

      “Got another copy of the paper. Where are you?”

      “At Starbucks in the village. Don’t you have a meeting with your advisor now?”

      “It was canceled. Coming now.”

      “I can come to Berkeley if you want?”

      “Nah, it’s cool. We can grab some groceries at Lucky’s afterward.”

      “Yeah, sounds good.”

      “See you in a few.” 

      I put my phone down and leaned back in my chair. 

      “Piper, one toasted plain bagel with butter.” 

      I jumped up to grab my bagel and walked slowly back to my chair. Something that Alexa had said had been bothering me all weekend, and I was having trouble identifying exactly what it was. I sipped on my drink as I thought back to our trip to Los Angeles. Alexa had organized the trip because she thought we’d needed a getaway from our mundane lives in Oakland. I had been quite happy to go along with her and the drive to LA had been fun.

      I froze as I realized what was bothering me. Alexa had wanted us to go on a girls’ trip, but she’d immediately gone onto Tinder and gone out on a date. Not only that, she’d told me to meet her at the club by myself and then had arrived late. As soon as she’d arrived she’d gone off with Jackson. It just didn’t make sense to me. Why had Alexa arranged a girls’ trip just to search for a man?

      I sighed as I realized I was going to have to talk to her about her behavior. It was not acceptable to me that she had put dating and hooking up with a rando before me. That’s not what friends did.

      “Wow,” I mumbled under my breath as the first article popped up on the screen. Hollywood Star Oracle Lion Thought To Be Dating Princess Maria Villanova of Spain screamed the headline. I clicked on the article and saw a photo of Zach and a beautiful woman with long straight black hair, big blue eyes, and a wide smile. She looked like a young Elizabeth Taylor, and my heart sunk. No wonder Zach hadn’t asked for my number. Why would he when he had his choice of all the women in the world?

      I quickly skimmed the article and then looked down to read the comments which were often my favorite part of the articles I read. Most of the comments were about the fact that he went from woman to woman, with one man giving him a virtual high five for being the playboy of the century. I rolled my eyes at that one, but then my heart started racing as I read the next comment from Spacecoast69, “How many women are you going to steal from better men? Or should I keep my mouth shut? I don’t want to go missing.”

      I reread the comment about fifty times and my body went hot. “Holy shit,” I blurted out loudly. The older man sitting to the right of me gave me a disapproving look, and I offered him an apologetic smile. “Sorry,” I said and grabbed my phone to text Alexa. 

      “OH MY GOSH, you will not believe what I just found. Where are you?”

      “What did you find? I’ll be there in about twenty minutes.”

      “I’ll show you when you get here, but I think we have a break in the case.”

      “Omg, I need to see. Does that give me permission to speed?”

      “No. Drive safely. See you soon.”

      I put the phone back down on the table and tried to click on Spacecoast69’s name to see if I could find out any other information on him or her, but there was no clickable link on the name. I copied the name and pasted it in a Google search to see if it brought up any other posts or a way for me to identify who this person was. Ten results popped up on the screen and I was about to click on the first link when my phone rang. I grabbed it and answered it without looking at the screen, my mind still preoccupied on the comment I’d just read.

      A deep husky voice sounded in my ear. “Piper Meadows, is that you?” I knew who it was immediately.

      “Zach?” 

      “The only and only.”

      I wanted to slap myself at the small leap of happiness that filled me. “What do you want?” I snapped. Who did he think he was calling me so casually after what he’d done?

      “Wanted to know if you missed me yet?”

      “Are you fucking joking?”

      The man next to me gave me a disgusted look and stood up, grabbing his newspaper and walking away. Talk about a drama queen.

      “Language, Piper, language.”

      “What do you want, John?”

      “John?” There was confusion in his voice. “Who the hell is John?”

      “Aren’t you John? If I’m a prostitute wouldn’t you be John?” My voice held an edge to it that I hadn’t heard before in my life. Frankly, I impressed myself with the attitude I was giving him. I was cool, calm, and collected, but let him know I was over him.

      “Oh …” He chuckled. “That was a joke.” 

      “No, it wasn’t.”

      “I want to see you again.”

      I didn’t answer him because my heart had suddenly started racing and I wanted to scream out, When? My brain was on a different level though and was screaming, Hell no!

      “Piper?”

      “That’s my name.”

      “Can I see you again?”

      “Why? So you can fuck me and leave twenty grand?” I whispered into the phone this time. I didn’t need to get kicked out of Starbucks.

      “Twenty grand, eh? Your rate went up.”

      “You’re such an asshole, you know that, right?” I was about to hang up when he spoke again.

      “You’re right, and I want to make it up to you. I have a proposition for you.”

      “What proposition?” 

      “It’s nothing like that.” His voice was serious all of a sudden. “It’s related to your writing.” He stressed the last word in a weird way and I frowned. Had I mentioned my paranormal story to him in my sleep or something?

      “What about it?”

      “I want you to write a screenplay for me.”

      “A screenplay?”

      “Yes, for a movie.”

      “A movie? What movie?”

      “I’ll tell you more if you meet up with me. You know you want to.”

      “I’m not meeting up with you, Oracle Lion,” I said in my coldest voice. Who the hell did he think he was?

      “So I’m back to being Oracle now?”

      “Yes, Oracle. Why don’t you go and meet up with Princess Maria and don’t bother calling me again.”

      I hung up before I changed my mind and told him to come over to dinner or something. As much as I hated how he’d treated me, I was still intrigued by him. And he had been dynamite in bed, so it wasn’t like I didn’t want to sleep with him again. Oh boy, my body would love to sleep with him again. But then there was also the issue of him possibly being involved with Radley Markham’s disappearance. And I didn’t know what the comment was about, but had he also stolen some women as well? Who was the real Zach Houston and exactly what was he capable of?

      I didn’t know, and I wasn’t sure that I wanted to find out.
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      Zach

      

      “She hung up on me.” I looked at the phone in my hand in shock. “She bloody hung up on me.”

      I lay back on my plush white couch and stared at the painting of a surfer in Hawaii that hung over my fireplace. I loved the painting, and it always calmed me down. I debated phoning Piper back, but I wasn’t sure if she would even answer the phone.

      Well, that hadn’t gone according to plan. I jumped up off of the couch and walked the short distance to the kitchen, looking down at the colorful rug I’d had shipped back from a bazaar while I’d been in Marrakech, Morocco. It was made of bright red and blue wool, and its vibrant colors were a vast change from my other house. That was a house, This was my home.

      I opened the fridge and pulled out the bottle of orange juice and grabbed a glass. “Piper Meadows hung up on me.” I smiled to myself as I took a sip of the freshly squeezed juice. That hadn’t happened to me in years. In fact, I think the last time a woman had hung up on me had been in college. The smile left my face when I remembered who it was that had hung up on me.

      “I hate you, Zach,” she’d said. 

      “Can we meet up and talk?” I’d said. “I’d like you to—”

      “I never want to see you again.”

      “Just one more time, just let me explain,” I’d pleaded and then she’d hung up.

      I’d been shocked and worried. I’d known that I’d had to fix that situation, not just for me but for Jackson as well. Of course, nothing had gone according to plan. 

      I grabbed my phone and called Jackson. He was the only person I could speak to right now.

      “Yo, Yo, what’s up, Houston?”

      “You’re in a good mood.”

      “I just booked Madison Square Garden, dude. And my world tour has been green lighted. Thirty-two countries in six months. It’s going to be epic.”

      “Wow, that’s awesome.”

      “You should have stayed in the band.” Jackson laughed, but I didn’t join in his mirth.

      “There was no band once Radley left, dude.”

      “He was a muthafucka, wasn’t he?” Jackson seemed to sober up at my words. “So did you talk to Piper? When’s she going down to LA again?” He paused. “And do you think Alexa will visit her?”

      “She’s not coming. She hung up on me. She didn’t even listen to my offer.”

      “What?” He sounded panicked. “What do you mean? You told her about writing the movie, right? That’s an amazing opportunity. Is she stupid?”

      “Well, she’s not that stupid if she’s writing a book about us, is she?”

      “So that’s confirmed?” Jackson’s voice was low now. “You need to figure out exactly what they know. We need to get on top of this, Zach.”

      “What am I supposed to do?” 

      “Beg her to help?”

      “I don’t beg.”

      “Have your mom contact her. Tell her that Piper’s the best writer in the business and that she needs to convince her to write this script. Tell her that you’ll only make the movie if she can get Piper to sign on.” He chuckled then. “Your mom doesn’t take no for an answer, ever. She’ll get Piper to sign up.”

      “But we don’t actually want my mom involved, remember? What if Piper starts asking her questions?”

      “Your mom doesn’t know what happened, does she?”

      “No, of course, she doesn’t know.” I sighed. “You know that. But she does know about our friendship with Radley, and she knows a lot of other stuff that would be useful to Piper if she’s writing a book. Useful to her and detrimental to—”

      “Us,” he cut me off. “I know, but we need to stay on top of this. We need to figure out what’s going on.”

      “We don’t even know if she’s writing a book, Jackson. Come on, now. I called her. She’s not interested. In fact, it makes me think she’s not writing a book. If she was, wouldn’t she have jumped at an excuse to see me again?”

      “Not after you threw that money on her like some whore.” Jackson grunted. “Obviously, she has some self-respect.”

      “She’s not a whore.” I clenched my fist. “I was just angry and confused. I didn’t want to hurt her.”

      “She’s trying to hurt us.”

      “No, we don’t actually know that.” I shook my head, and I walked over to the window over the kitchen sink and looked out at the ocean in the distance. I could see the waves crashing into each other and I remembered that night on the beach with Piper. She’d been so carefree and relaxed. She hadn’t had an agenda that night. I truly believed that. I didn’t think she’d slept with me to get any information, and the fact that she’d hung up on me led me to believe that she wouldn’t do any and everything for a story.

      “We don’t know that, but we do know that she and her friend have been very cagey.”

      “Her friend? You mean, Alexa? The woman you hooked up with?”

      “I hook up with a lot of women. I don’t always remember their names.”

      “But you just mentioned her name, not less than five minutes ago.”

      “I’m a rock star. I’ve done a lot of drugs.” He tried to laugh, but the sound was weak.

      “What’s going on here, Jackson?” I heard the clock in my living room chime and glanced at my watch. “Shit, I got to get going. I’ve got a meeting in Burbank later today.”

      “Oh, with who?”

      “Tarantino.”

      “You’re fucking kidding me, Tarantino?”

      “Yeah.” I grinned at his tone. “He wants me for a movie.”

      “Who else?”

      “Charlize. Leo. Maybe Samuel, too.”

      “What about Brad?”

      “I think he’s committed for the next two years.”

      “Of course.” Jackson laughed. “Well, if they need anyone for the score, you know who would kill it.”

      “Yeah, let me get the role first. We’re just talking. My agent thought it would be good as QT won’t let anyone see the script until they’ve signed an NDA, and well, you know how it goes.”

      “Yeah, yeah, too cool, man. You don’t sound excited.”

      “You know I want to make my own movie.”

      “I know. Like you made those band videos for us back in high school. They were epic.”

      “They were childish.”

      “Dude, they were epic. I still have them in my parents’ garage. We should watch them next time we’re home.”

      “Yeah, yeah, of course, man.” We both knew that that was never going to happen. Neither one of us went back to Florida much, and even if we were both there, we wouldn’t want to watch videos of us goofing around with Radley. Too many memories. Too many decisions that could have been made differently. 

      “So what are we going to do?” Jackson whispered. “If Piper is writing a book and it’s about us, it will ruin everything, Zach. You won’t be making any more movies. I won’t be touring, and who knows what else will happen. Those girls are smart, dude. They found us. I didn’t even know about that club until I got that email from Ringo, and I told you Ringo told me he never sent it to me, right? We only went there because of him. It seems mighty convenient to me that I got some mystery email about some club and they both show up and have their wicked way with us.”

      “Let me think about it,” I said quickly, feeling stressed again. “I’ll call you back later.”

      “Okay.”

      I hung up and walked back to my office. It hadn’t been hard getting Piper’s phone number. I’d typed in her name in Google and then put history and Oakland and pressed search. The fifth entry had listed fourteen different phone numbers for her and she’d answered on the third call I’d made. I sat back down in my chair and opened my laptop up. This time I needed to find out some real information on Piper, information that I was getting for myself and not just from Jackson’s imagination.

      First thing I wanted to figure out was what books she’d written already. Maybe that would give me some insight into the way her mind worked. She’d said she was a historian, and now I was kicking myself for not asking her what area of history. For all I knew, she had ten books about cold cases and a podcast with a million listeners.

      And then I started laughing when I saw the covers of the two books that Piper had written popping up on Amazon. The Highlander’s Naughty Bride (A Steamy Scottish Romance Novel) was the title of the first book and the cover featured a shirtless man with long black hair and bulging muscles holding a petite redhead with a shy smile to his chest. The background featured what I assumed was a castle set in the highlands of Scotland. I noticed that the book was available in both paperback and a digital format.

      “Knew I should have gotten that Kindle,” I mumbled to myself as I bought the book and downloaded the Kindle app on my phone. It took about a minute to download and then the book cover popped up on the screen. I clicked on the cover. I was excited to read Piper’s book; even I knew that there wasn’t going to be some big exposé on Scottish clansmen in the pages. Still, I was curious to read words that had flowed from her brain. I decided that I wanted to read the book in a more comfortable space and got up to head to the bedroom to relax.

      “Shit, shit, shit.” I stopped halfway down the corridor. I had almost forgotten that I had my meeting. I couldn’t afford to miss the meeting. Getting this role would put me right at the top of the Hollywood A-list. Once I was there, I could make any movie that I wanted to. Absolutely any movie at all. 
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      “Oh, my lord, please wake up. It’s morning and your duties await.”

      “Amelia, how many times do I have to tell you to not enter my bedroom in the morning?” Lord Mcintosh scowled at the fair maiden, her cheeks flush and pink.

      “But, my lord, the sun is already high in the sky and the birds are singing.”

      “Birds do not sing, Amelia.”

      Lord Mcintosh arose from the bed with no shirt on and Amelia Abernathy knew that she should look away, but she couldn’t stop herself from peering at his chest under lowered eyes.

      Callum Mcintosh glanced at his ward and hid a dark smile as he strode to her. With her long red hair and big blue eyes, she was a picture to behold, but she was far too untoward and capricious for a lady. Her father, clan leader John Campbell had left Amelia with Callum and his Aunt Suzie while he had gone to Parliament, and it seemed to Callum that John was hoping he would take her as a wife. But Callum Mcintosh didn’t have any plans on making an innocent virgin his wife. He had a proclivity for the late night clubs of London, and Amelia was not the sort of woman he could see enjoy his lifestyle.

      

      I smiled to myself as I finished reading the last paragraph of chapter one and grabbed my phone. This was what I needed after my meeting from earlier in the day. It had been so long and intense and the whole time I’d been there I’d been thinking about Piper. Before I could stop myself, I rang Piper’s number again and waited to see if she would answer. Tapping my fingers against my bedsheet, I only realized I was holding my breath when she answered the phone.

      “Hello?” She sounded angry.

      “It’s Zach.”

      “I know.”

      “What proclivities did Callum have that he didn’t think Amelia could keep up with?”

      “Huh?”

      “Did the Scottish lord have a thing for sex clubs?” I grinned into the phone as I heard her breathing. “Or is that your thing?” I started laughing at her sharp intake of breath. “You can tell me, Piper, I won’t tell anyone. Promise.”

      “Wh-what are you talking about?” She tripped over her words, and I laughed even harder.

      “The Highlander’s Naughty Bride,” I said in a serious voice. “Written by Piper Meadows, sex club partaker.”

      “I don’t go to sex clubs!” she protested.

      “Really? It was only the one time, then?”

      “What was only one time?” She paused. “Oh,” she said finally adding two and two together. “Why are you calling me?”

      So she wasn’t in the mood for playful banter, then? Not that I was surprised. In fact, I would have been shocked if she had flirted back with me in any way. Shocked and on high alert. Because the only way Piper Meadows would sound happy to hear from me would be if she was really writing a book about me and wanted an inside view of my life.

      “I wanted to apologize.”

      “Oh?”

      I knew I had her attention then. I had surprised myself as much as I had surprised her. I never apologized. I didn’t even recognize who I was right now; it was like some part of me had forgotten to be the cold and indifferent person that I normally was.

      “What are you apologizing for?” she prompted me when I didn’t continue talking.

      I grinned into the phone, feeling the first genuine smile on my face in days. I wanted—no, needed to see her.

      “Can I tell you in person?”

      “In person?” I could hear the frown in her voice. “I don’t live in LA, remember? And you also never told me how you got my phone number.”

      “The Internet is a wonderful invention, Piper Meadows. You can learn many interesting facts about people there.” I cleared my throat as I thought quickly. “But I was thinking we could meet up in San Francisco. You’re in Oakland, right? I’m actually heading up there tomorrow for a meeting with some software engineers about a tech startup I’m investing some funds in. Maybe we could meet later in the day if you’re free?”

      “You’re going to be in San Francisco?”

      “Yes.” I was lying through my teeth. I had no plans to be up in the Bay Area, but that was the good thing about being rich and famous. You could make almost anything happen at the drop of a hat. “I’ll text you tomorrow afternoon with a time and place to meet. Maybe we can grab dinner?”

      “I don’t know.”

      The phone went silent for a while and I decided to keep my mouth shut. I knew if I pushed her too hard, she would just say no, and I couldn’t have that. I needed to talk to her, needed to see her. And if I were being honest with myself, I needed to touch her as well. She had been in my head since I’d met her, and it wasn’t just because I wanted to know if she was planning on writing a tell-all on me and Jackson. There was just no way she could know much of anything, I thought to myself, but that was a lie. There were several loose ends that Jackson and I hadn’t been able to take care of, and any of those loose ends could lead back to us in a really bad way. 

      “I don’t know if it’s a good idea, Zach. I just have no interest in seeing you again, to be honest. We had our fun and well, one night was enough for me. I’m afraid the hype was bigger than the man.”

      Then she hung up on me again.

      This time my jaw dropped so wide open that ten flies and a couple of spiders could have made my mouth their abode and there still would have been space for more visitors. I dropped the phone on my sheets and got up. I needed to go for a swim, but this time it was going to be in the ocean. The ocean was like my safe space. It had been since I was a little kid, though I had to admit I was more at home in the warmer waters of the Atlantic. My favorite beach was in Tampa Bay in a place called Treasure Island, and it had the same turquoise blue waters as the Caribbean.

      When we were in college, Radley, Jackson, and I would take weekend trips just to go to the beach. All three of us had an affinity for the water. Our surfboards were our second home, and in college, we’d all wanted to become pro surfers. Radley had been the best of all of us though. He had a natural talent of riding the waves that had surpassed both Jackson’s and my abilities, which is what made it all so ironic.

      I sighed deeply as memories of the past came back. It had all happened so quickly. He’d known too much. We’d all been too drunk. We hadn’t been thinking. I blocked the memory out and grabbed my phone again. I wasn’t going to sleep well until I knew what was going on. I couldn’t have this hanging over my head.

      “Piper, don’t hang up,” I said before she could speak as she answered the phone. “I know what I did was rude, and I want a chance to explain. Five minutes is all I ask. I’ll even come over to Oakland. How does that sound? You can pick the place.”

      Silence filled the line, but I knew she was listening because I could hear her breathing.

      “Five minutes. Please?”

      “Fine,” she said. “I’ll text you a place tomorrow.” And with that, she hung up. I didn’t care though. I fist-pumped the air and then called Boris, a private pilot to see if he had his Cessna available for the next two days. Now I had to make a trip up to San Francisco, and I was hoping that I was going to be able to spend the night.
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      Piper

      

      “Was that him again?” Alexa hovered excitedly as I put the phone down next to me. “Wow, he’s really into you.”

      “I don’t want to see him.” I bit down on my lower lip, my heart racing. I couldn’t believe that Zach had called me again and had apologized. I still didn’t understand why he’d been so rude, and I didn’t really want to see him again, even though the sex had been amazing. 

      “You can ask him some questions.” Alexa sat next to me on the couch and I could see her thinking how to phrase her next sentence without getting me mad. “We weren’t able to find anything about him and Radley or Jackson. And we have no links as to what Spacecoast69 was trying to say. This way, we can find out if he has information.”

      “Oh we can, can we?”

      “Piper, I know he’s an asshole and perhaps a murderer or a kidnapper or a sex trafficker, but—”

      “But?” I laughed disbelievingly at her words. “Aren’t any of those things scary enough? You still want me to meet up with him?” 

      “We can find out the answers.” She stared into my eyes. “This is important.”

      “I don’t need any answers. I don’t even know who Radley is. I never heard of him before the other day. And if this is the only way I will get to learn more about him, then I don’t want to know.”

      “You said you wanted to get to the bottom of this.” Alexa made a face. “Come on, Piper.”

      “Why do you care so much?” I looked at my best friend and she looked away nervously. “What’s going on here, Alexa. What aren’t you telling me?”

      “Nothing.” She jumped up off the couch. “I’m going to get a shower.”

      “Alexa!”

      She stopped to look back at me, emotion written all over her face. Why was this affecting her so much?

      “You know you can trust me with anything, right? I won’t judge you and I won’t ever be mad at anything.”

      Her eyes crinkled, and she smiled at me. “I know, girl. I know.” She wavered for a second and then sighed. “Look, there is more. I can’t tell you now, but I will when I can. I promise.”

      “I’m meeting him tomorrow. For a drink.” I bit down on my lower lip. “I didn’t say yes for the story, though. I want to see him. I want to know why—well, you know.”

      “Are you falling for him, Piper?” Alexa’s expression changed to one of worry. “I know you fall fast, but you know you don’t even know him, right? He’s an actor. Just because we’ve seen his movies doesn’t mean we know him.”

      “I know I don’t know him.” I wrinkled my nose and sighed. “But we had a moment. I really felt like we had a moment. I guess I was just imagining it.”

      “Maybe not. He does want to see you again. Maybe there’s something there.” She came back toward me. “Don’t fall for him, Piper. We can scratch everything if you think you’re going to fall for him. This whole thing isn’t worth breaking your heart.”

      “We only had sex. It was a one-night stand. We didn’t promise undying love to each other. I never thought I’d see him again.”

      “I know.” She nodded and gave me a quick hug. “Just be careful. And meet him in a public place.”

      “What exactly do you want me to find out?” I asked her softly, thinking back to our meeting in Starbucks earlier. She’d been so eager to show me the article and the photo of a young Zach and Jackson. I was surprised that no one had recognized them in the photo, but it seemed like the story had never been syndicated and gone national. If Alexa hadn’t gotten the Orlando Sentinel for her research, we never would have known, either.

      But really, what did we know? We knew that the two men had been friends with a missing man. We knew that someone had left a weird comment under an article about Zach dating someone. And that someone had inferred that Zach had been responsible for someone going missing, which may or may not have had something to do with Radley Markham’s disappearance. Neither Alexa nor I had been able to find out much information about Radley Markham, either. It was all quite suspicious, but it wasn’t really my business.

      And, well, I didn’t think that Zach could be involved in something nefarious. Granted, I didn’t know him well, but I felt like I’d connected with him. Under other circumstances, I could have seen myself dating him. I didn’t understand why he wanted to meet up with me and talk so badly, though. What did he care if I thought he was an asshole? He had been an asshole. What sort of gentleman threw money at a woman?
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      I sat at the back of Kells, an Irish pub in the financial district of San Francisco, and sipped on a glass of water while watching a baseball game on the screen opposite from me. I tried breathing deeply to control my nerves and deliberately stopped myself from looking at the entrance. Zach was five minutes late and my anxiety was at an all-time high. Was he going to stand me up? After practically begging me to meet him and then texting back and forth with me all day, was he going to just stand me up? For some reason, this made me inexplicably upset. I took another sip of water. I’d give him ten more minutes and then I would leave.

      “Do you think it’s possible to ever have a second first impression of someone?”

      I looked up to see that Zach was standing in front of me with a pair of aviators on. He pulled them off and his blue eyes pierced into mine. He grabbed the chair and sat down with aplomb, giving me a wide smile. “Sorry I’m late, Piper, I’d forgotten how bad the traffic is in the Bay Area.”

      “You live in LA.” I raised an eyebrow at him. “The traffic is way worse in LA.”

      “True, but I know that I so always leave thirty minutes earlier back home. That was my indirect way of saying that I regret being late. Well, maybe not so indirect because I did start off saying I was sorry.”

      “Hi, Zach.” I gave him a small smile. “It’s fine.”

      “Knock knock.”

      “What?”

      “Knock knock.” He gave me a knowing look.

      “Who’s there?” I asked reluctantly.

      “Amos.”

      “Amos who?”

      “A mosquito just bit me.” He grinned, but I didn’t respond. “Knock knock,” he said again.

      “Really?”

      “Knock knock.”

      “Who’s there?” I rolled my eyes.

      “Andy.”

      “Andy who?”

      “And he just bit me again.” He laughed this time and leaned forward across the cedarwood table.

      “Funny,” I said with a small smile.

      “I’d rather it was you, though.”

      “You’d rather what was me?”

      “I’d rather it was you that had bitten me twice. Even one time would do. Or three. Or ten.” He winked at me and I just shook my head at him, even though my insides were warming up.

      “No disguise today, Jethro?”

      “The aviators are enough.” He shrugged. “Everyone in SF is too cool for school, no one cares about me.”

      “I don’t know about that. There are a lot of rich people, but they’re nerds. Trust me, they care.”

      “Well, it’s a good thing I had a driver drop me off right outside the door. Cool bar. Do you come here often?”

      “That sounds like a pickup line.”

      “Maybe I'm trying to pick you up, hmm? Have you considered that?”

      “Can you pick someone up that you’ve already had sex with?” I laughed then and he grabbed my hands and squeezed my fingers.

      “Thanks for meeting up with me. I’m sorry for how I ended things.”

      “You mean throwing two thousand dollars at me?” I gave him my angriest stare. 

      “Yes.” He sighed deeply. “That wasn’t my proudest moment.”

      “I agree. I’m worth a lot more than two thousand dollars,” I said with a small wink and he dropped my hands and leaned back and started laughing harder than I’d seen him laugh before. “What’s so funny? You don’t think I’m worth more?”

      “I’m not laughing at you. I think you’re worth way more than two thousand dollars. I’m just surprised that you’re even talking to me and joking with me. I didn’t expect you to be so nice.”

      “Nice? Is that a word that means anything?” I said, but I knew what he meant. I had surprised myself as well. I hadn’t planned on even smiling at him.

      “Hey, I’m Sarah. Did you guys have a chance to look at the menus yet or do you need a minute?”

      “Can we have a moment?” I said with a small smile. She nodded and backed away. “Do you want to get a drink?”

      “I do. Is the food here good?”

      “As good as you can get at an Irish Pub that’s not in Ireland.”

      “What are you getting to eat?”

      “Is that really what you came here to talk about, Zach?” I folded my hands and leaned forward on the table. I wasn’t going to let him flirt his way out of this one. Something about him just made me enjoy being around him. I felt a lightness when I was with him that I hadn’t felt in years, and that scared me. I didn’t like someone having power over me like that, especially him. He had too much power to hurt me, he already had, and I didn’t want to be hurt anymore. I had way too much going on in my life for that.

      “No.” he stood up and then he got down on his knees and stared up at me. My heart was thudding now, racing so fast that I thought that I was going to have a heart attack. There was no way that he was going to propose, was there? Oh God, I could feel myself starting to panic. What if he proposed? I mean he was an actor. Didn’t they call it Hollyweird? Didn’t actors get married really quickly sometimes? 

      “Zach, I uh, I—”

      “Piper, will you—”

      “No, I can’t, Zach. This is way too much too fast. We seriously do not even know each other.”

      “What?” He blinked up at me, looking confused, and then he started laughing. “Oh no, did you think I was about to propose?”

      “Weren’t you?”

      “Nooo, I was just asking you to forgive me in the most dramatic way known to man.” He jumped up to his feet; a huge smile on his face. “But it’s good to know that you weren’t going to say yes.”

      “Who would say yes in this position?”

      “A gold digger.” He held his hands up. “Not that I’m calling you a gold digger. I’m just saying that a gold digger would have been all up on me …” He stopped talking then and just made a face. “I’m not making it better, am I?”

      “You’re not making it worse,” I said wryly.

      “I’m on the bottom rung already, huh?”

      “No, not really.” I shrugged, not wanting to smile, but not being able to stop myself. “To be honest—”

      But before I could finish my sentence, three women approached the table, talking loudly.

      “Oh my gosh, oh my gosh, is that you, Oracle Lion? Oh my gosh, Joanie, it’s Oracle Lion.” A lady with short dark hair and a Green Bay Packers sweater started squealing as she interrupted my conversation with Zach. “We love you, Oracle! We love the Babymaker movies. Oh my gosh, you’re so hot.”

      She was giggling as she talked to him and the other two women were staring at each other with gobsmacked expressions while reaching for their cell phones.

      “Hi, Oracle, I’m Katie, Katie Jones. We’re here in San Fran visiting from Wisconsin. This is my sister, Joanie, and that’s my friend Mickey. She’s the one that was just talking to you. Can we get your autograph? We are legit your biggest fans.” 

      I stared at the conversation in amusement. Zach didn’t look fazed in the least, and I imagined that this was what he had to deal with on a daily basis. No wonder he’d been dressed up in the cupcake store that first day I’d met him.

      “Hi, Oracle, I’m Joanie, Joanie Jones.” The last girl spoke in a breathy voice and I watched as she touched him on the shoulder. She was very pretty, with long blond hair and a short white dress on. She looked to be about twenty-two, and I was very jealous when I noticed the way that Zach was smiling back at her. I recognized that smile. He’d given me the same smile a couple of times when he was trying to charm me.

      “Nice to make your acquaintance, ladies, I’m Oracle Lion.” He winked at them, and they all practically swooned. “Would you like a drink? It’s the least I could do for three Wisconsin women. I’m going to guess you pretty ladies would all like a beer?”

      He stood up then and gave me a little shrug before turning his attention back to them. I sat there feeling uncomfortable and foolish. Just a minute ago, I’d been joking around and contemplating sleeping with him again, already having forgotten how rude he’d been to me and the questions Alexa wanted me to ask him, and now he was flirting it up with a bunch of skanks who hadn’t even had the courtesy to acknowledge me at all. Granted, I knew that they couldn’t care less about me, and Zach had to be friendly to his fans, but for him to be so dismissive of me and to offer them a drink? Hell no! I wasn’t putting up with that.

      I’d given him a second chance and he had blown it once again. I watched Oracle and the ladies walk to the bar, and then I stood up and left. I wondered how long it would take for Oracle to realize that I’d gone.
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      Zach

      

      “Oracle Lion, will you sign an autograph for me?” One of my fans pushed her breasts up against my arm and batted her eyelashes up at me. 

      “Sure, what’s your name, sweetie?”

      “I already told you, it’s Joanie.” She pouted, and I chuckled as her name left my brain again. I waited for the bartender to bring over the three beers and it suddenly struck me that I hadn’t asked Piper what she wanted to drink. I looked toward the table to call her over to the bar, but the table was empty. I frowned and took a step forward to look around the bar. Maybe she’d changed tables. I still couldn’t see her, though. I walked over to the table we’d been sitting at but there was nothing there except her empty water glass.

      “Oracle, what are you doing?” The three girls followed me back to the table, each one holding a beer in her hand. “Joanie just ordered us shots of whiskey.” They stopped next to me, but my attention was not on them at all. I looked around the bar, my heart racing, and tried to figure out where Piper had gone.

      “The girl you were here with left, mate,” one of the guys that had been seated at the table next to us called out. “You showed up late and then left with three other women, I think she’s had enough.”

      “Thanks.” I pursed my lips and sighed. Why had Piper just left? This was my life. I had to be nice to fans. Didn’t she understand that? Every other woman I’d gone out with had understood and known to just take care of themselves when situations like this happened. I pulled out my phone and was about to text Piper when I changed my mind and called her. This was a time when a call was needed over a text.

      The phone rang and rang and went to voicemail and I let out a huge sigh as I hung up and rushed to the front of the bar and the street to see if I could find Piper outside. Maybe she’d just been trying to make a statement. She wouldn’t have actually left, would she?

      “Want to come back to our hotel, Oracle?” One of the women had followed me and was now whispering in my ear, and I shook my head. “I’ve heard you’re a wild boy. Why don’t you show us?”

      “Not tonight.” I dialed Piper’s number again and started pacing back and forth.

      “Watch where you’re going, asshole!” a man shouted through a car window as he slowed down next to me. “I nearly ran over your foot.”

      I looked up at him in surprise, not having realized I had walked into the road. “Sor—” I started to say, but he drove off before I could finish.

      I walked back to the pavement and took a seat at one of the small round tables outside the pub. The woman who had whispered in my ear hovered near me but I just completely ignored her. I didn’t have time for this bullshit. How could Piper just leave? She hadn’t even said goodbye. I called her number again and clenched the phone tightly.

      “Stop calling me!” she snapped.

      I breathed a sigh of relief that at least she’d answered. There was no way I was leaving San Francisco without having a real conversation with her.

      “You just left,” I said accusingly. “How could you do that?”

      “Actually, I think you’re the one who just left,” she retorted. “We were sitting at a table chatting and you just got up and left me.”

      “I was just trying to be nice to fans. That’s a part of my job.”

      “That’s good for you, but you already disrespected my time when you showed up late. I wasn’t about to just sit there and wait for you to return to me when you were done flirting up a storm.”

      “No one else I know has a problem with me being friendly to fans.”

      “Don’t try and twist this, Zach, or should I say, Oracle Lion.” She took a deep breath. “Look, whatever. You have to do you, but I don’t have to stick around and be a witness to that. I have a life.”

      “Don’t hang up, please,” I said, trying to process what she’d said.

      Didn’t she know that I was the Oracle Lion? That I had duties to my fans? Why couldn’t she just accept that? No other woman had ever complained to me, let alone walked out. But for some strange reason that made me like her more.

      “I didn’t intend to be rude. I’m sorry. I was lucky that you even agreed to meet up with me again, I know that.”

      “Yeah, well, it seems like you don’t intend to be rude a lot. But almost every time I’ve met you, you’ve been rude as hell.”

      “Not in the cupcake shop, though.”

      “Yeah, maybe not there.” She sighed. “Look, I gotta go. I’m hungry, and I need to find something to eat.”

      “Can I buy you dinner and we can talk about your historical romance book and what you’re working on now?”

      “Why did you even read the book?” She sounded nonplussed. “Doesn’t seem your style.”

      “Heaving bosoms are always my style.”

      That got a small laugh out of her. “Zach, you’re a typical bro. Were you in a fraternity when you were in college?”

      “Actually, yes, Delta Upsilon. I pledged with my two best friends.”

      I froze. I’d nearly slipped up by talking about Radley and Jackson. I’d already forgotten the main reason for me coming to see her, forgotten as soon as I’d seen her beautiful face in the bar, waiting for me. It was strange how I felt when I saw her and talked to her. We bantered like we’d known each other for years, and when I touched her skin, I felt like I was a part of something real. It was hard to explain, even to myself, but being around Piper made me feel alive in a way I’d never felt before. 

      “Two best friends?” she asked lightly, but there was a slight change in her voice. “Jackson and who?”

      “So can I see you?” I cut her off. “Please?”

      “Maybe. It depends.” She hesitated and then continued. “I’ll meet up with you if you let me ask you a few questions.”

      “A few questions?” My blood chilled. So she was writing a book about me. All of my hope and excitement dulled as I resigned myself to the fact that Piper was just another leech trying to drain me of something. I bet her leaving the pub had been a part of her game in trying to get me to come to her. 

      “Yeah, a few questions.” She sighed. “It’s not really for me, but it would mean a lot.”

      “I’ll answer a few questions if you play a game with me.”

      “What game?”

      “Truth or dare.” 

      “Truth or dare?”

      “I’ll always pick truth so that you can ask me your questions, but you have to always answer dare, and I will only answer as many questions as dares that you take and …”

      “There’s more?” she interrupted me, sounding nervous.

      “Yes, there’s more. One last caveat.” I paused for dramatic effect.

      “And that is?”

      “You have to go first.”

      “That’s not fair,” she protested. “Why do I go first?”

      “So I know you’re going to follow through with the dares if I answer the questions.” I grinned into the phone, thinking of all the things I was going to have her do. If she was going to play me, I might as well have a good time. “Don’t worry, we'll go back and forth. I’ll make sure that we make it fair. So what do you say, Piper, are you game?”

      “Game on, Zach. The game is on. Where shall we meet?”

      I decided to try and push my luck and see if she would bite. “I have a suite at the Hotel Fairmont, meet me there?”

      “But what about dinner?”

      “I’m your dinner,” I growled into the phone, and then because I didn’t want her to take me too seriously, I added, “We can order room service or eat in the restaurant.”

      “I think I’ll choose the restaurant, thanks.”

      “I’ll see you there in fifteen minutes?” 

      “Sure. And I’m warning you, there is no third chance. You screw this up and I’m out.”

      “I won’t screw it up,” I said with a laugh. “But that doesn’t mean I won’t screw you,” I said under my breath.

      I wasn’t sure if she’d heard that last part because she’d already hung up. She sure did have a thing about getting off of the phone quickly, and that annoyed me. Normally, I couldn’t get a woman off of the phone fast enough, but that wasn’t the case with Piper. In fact, she hadn’t even asked me if I’d given her a burner number like most women did. To be honest, I hadn’t even thought about calling from one of my pay-as-you-go phones. Maybe I’d been blinded by her smile and her wit, but Piper Meadows had very much gotten under my skin. If she wanted information from me, I was going to make her pay. I was going to make sure that by the end of the night, I was under her skin as well, and it wasn’t just going to be all about her questions. Oh no, I had other plans. Plans that were going to make her regret having ever tried to play me.
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      Piper

      

      Fly me to the moon. Let me play among the stars.

      Frank Sinatra’s voice carried through the hotel lobby, and I bobbed my head slightly to the familiar tune. “In other words, baby, kiss me,” I sang along under my breath.

      “You made it.” I felt a hand on my back and looked up into Zach’s familiar blue eyes. “I was beginning to think you weren’t going to show.”

      “You’ve been waiting for me?”

      “All my life,” he said and my heart stopped for a second. What did that mean? “Do you want to dance?”

      “Dance?” I looked at him in surprise. “Where’s the dance floor?”

      “Right here.”

      He grasped my hands, pulled me close, and we glided gracefully across the lobby. I could see guests and hotel staff staring at us, but no one came to stop us. Most probably because the hotel manager knew he was Oracle Lion. The whispering became louder and people were gasping and muttering excitedly as they realized that a real-life star was in their hotel lobby. My cheeks were tinged with pink at everyone staring at us, but Zach paid them no attention. 

      “Focus on me,” he said as his hand slid to the small of my back. His eyes were intense as he stared at me and I nodded slightly, enjoying the feel of his body against mine. “Do you enjoy dancing?” he asked softly as he brought me in closer to him. 

      “Yes, but normally in the privacy of my home or a dark, packed club.”

      My fingers were tingling at his touch, and I could feel the warmth of his body permeating me. He guided me around the room, his legs brushing past mine, and I could feel the tightness of his muscles. My breasts pressed into his chest and my right hand rested on his shoulder.

      After a few minutes of dancing, I’d forgotten that there was anyone else in the hotel aside from us. His eyes never left mine, and it almost felt like we were making love. Zach was a smooth, precise dancer, and when he started singing along with the Patsy Cline’s “Crazy,” I could feel my legs shaking. He sang soulfully and I just stared up at him in admiration. What could this guy not do?

      “I love that song.” 

      “Did you know that it was written by Willie Nelson?”

      “The Willie Nelson?”

      “Yup.” He grinned. “He wrote the song in 1961, and Patsy Cline released it in 1962.”

      “You know a lot about Patsy Cline,” I said in surprise. “I thought you used to be in a rock band with Jackson?”

      “I did.”

      “But you know all about country music?”

      “I grew up in the South.” He shrugged. “And I like country music. Also, this was one of my dad’s favorite songs.”

      “Oh?”

      “And subsequently it became one of my mom’s favorite songs. She used to sing it to me every night when I was a child.”

      “Really?” I looked at him as his eyes had glazed over in memories. “That’s a weird song to sing to your child.”

      “Yes, it is, isn’t it?” He nodded as he looked back down at me with a wry smile. “But that’s my mom.”

      “Are your parents still in the South?”

      “Mom lives in Florida still. My dad is dead.”

      “Oh, I’m sorry.” I squeezed his hand. I didn’t know what was happening between us. There was a weird crazy sort of connection that we had that I’d never felt with anyone else. It almost felt like we’d known each other for years. No matter how mad I was, whenever I saw him, those feelings all fled.

      “Nothing for you to be sorry about. Have you ever heard the song, ‘Have You Ever Seen The Rain?’ he asked me, changing the subject. “The version sung by Willie Nelson with his daughter, Paula Nelson?”

      “No, I don’t think so.”

      “It’s beautiful. Sometimes when I go surfing at night, I’ll listen to it on the car radio before I head into the water.”

      “Oh, wow, really?”

      “Yeah.” He nodded. “You know we should go to a Willie Nelson concert together sometime.”

      “You’d be mobbed.”

      “I’m good at disguises, remember?”

      “Yeah, I remember.” I shivered as I felt his hand on my ass. He rubbed it gently and I could feel the spot heating up. “So, want to go?”

      “I don’t know.” I didn’t know how to answer him. Was he asking me seriously? And if so what did that mean? He wanted to see me again? Why? He was such an enigma.

      “He performs with many of his kids. I think it’s great to see a family of performers.”

      “Yeah, I had no idea.” I didn’t want to admit that the only Willie Nelson song I knew was “On the Road Again” and that was because it had been part of Guitar Hero. “You know a lot about him and his family. You sound like one of his biggest fans.”

      “I’ve been approached to play a young Willie Nelson in a biopic,” he admitted with a boyish smile. “I’m considering it.”

      “Wow, that would be cool,” I said, impressed. “I saw the Freddie Mercury movie, Bohemian Rhapsody. It was really good.”

      “It wasn’t bad.” He suddenly stopped dancing and leaned forward and kissed me. I was taken aback at the feel of his lips on mine but I kissed him back wantonly, moving my hands up to his neck and then running my fingers through his hair. I could feel his cock throbbing next to my belly, and I swallowed hard.

      “I want to be in your warm pussy right now,” he whispered against my lips, his eyes shining wickedly into mine. “I can almost taste you on my tongue.”

      He kissed me hard one more time before grabbing my hand and pulling me along with him. I followed behind him dazed and barely able to think as the crowds of people clapped for us.

      “That’s going to be on TMZ within the next couple of hours, what do you want to bet?” He sighed and gave me an apologetic look. “Sorry about that. I wasn’t thinking about people.”

      “But don’t you always get recognized and photographed?” I thought back to the bar earlier in the evening.

      “Yes, but I was only thinking of dancing with you, not anything else. You made me forget who I was for a few minutes there.” We stopped in front of the elevator and he smiled as he pressed the button. “I hope you don’t mind, but we’re going to my room. We can order room service, okay?”

      “That’s fine,” I said, not even bothering to push the issue. The last place I wanted to be was in the restaurant right now. I wanted to feel his tongue in places that would make me forget my name.

      “I like your skirt.” He moved closer to me. “It’s sexy, like you.”

      “Thank you,” I said with a shy smile. What was he playing at? Another couple was standing right next to us. He shifted even closer to me and ran a finger down my cheek. 

      “You have so many secrets in your eyes, don’t you?”

      “I wouldn’t say I have many secrets, no.” I reached up and ran my fingers down his chest and all the way down to his belt. “But I do think you have many, many secrets.”

      “Secrets that you want to know about?”

      “Perhaps,” I said, and his eyes darkened. “Are you going to tell me?”

      “Are you going to ask me those questions?”

      “If you’ll give me answers.”

      “Did you know that the ocean is full of secrets? There are no lies. No truths. No imperfections. The ocean is life, is love, is me. My surfboard is my guide. The waves are my master. And all the answers you seek are found in her depths.”

      “You’re telling me to ask my questions to the ocean? Or is that some sort of riddle?”

      “No riddle.” His eyes had that distant light again. “I just love the ocean.”

      The bell dinged then to let us know that the elevator had arrived and he stepped to the side to let me enter first. We walked in, and I waited for the couple to join us, but they didn’t and the doors closed.

      “Okay, are you ready?” He pressed the button to the top floor and then faced me.

      “Ready for what?”

      “Your first dare.”

      “My first dare?” I swallowed hard. “What’s the dare?”

      “Take off your panties and give them to me.”

      “What? Here?” My jaw dropped, but I have to admit that I was turned on as well.

      “Yes, here.” He nodded. “If you have any questions you want me to answer, you need to fulfill dare number one.”

      “Or?”

      “Or you get no answers to any questions.” His lips curled up. “Your choice.”

      He stood there staring at me, and I knew that he thought I didn’t have it in me. He thought I was too meek or shy to take off my panties. And he was right—I was freaking out inside. Who took off their panties in an elevator in a public hotel? I wasn’t even drunk. But then something came over me. I wanted to take that smirk and smug look off of his face. I quickly slipped my black heels off and handed them to him.

      “Hold these,” I ordered.

      He raised an eyebrow. “These aren’t your panties,” he said as he held them up.

      “Oh, trust me, I know.” This time I gave him the smirk. I lifted my skirt off and pulled my black thong off slowly and held it on the tip of my finger. I walked over to Zach and waved the thong in front of his eyes, then placed it in his pocket. Then, because I wanted to shock him even more, I grabbed his hand and placed it under my skirt, right next to my wetness. I guided his fingers along my clit and trembled as his fingers started to rub me gently. With a growl, Zach pushed me back up against the wall of the elevator and kissed the side of my neck. I closed my eyes and began to moan as he slipped a finger inside of me. His lips met mine again and we kissed with abandon, his tongue entering my mouth as one hand continued to finger me. 

      “You’re so wet for me, you naughty girl,” he growled then we both jumped in shock when the elevator stopped. “Stand in front of me,” he whispered as he removed his hand from under my skirt. A handsome older man and what appeared to be his son gave us a quick nod and stood on the other side of the elevator. They pressed the twentieth floor and the doors closed. 

      Zach’s hands went around my waist and then he pulled me back into him. I could feel his hardness pressing into me and I wiggled my ass back against him slightly. I heard his sharp intake of breath and grinned. 

      “Wait, are you Oracle Lion?” the younger man suddenly said as he looked over at us again in the elevator, his eyes wide and excited.

      “Indeed, I am.”

      “Can I get your autograph?” 

      “Sorry, not tonight.” Oracle’s voice was regretful. “I’m dedicating this night to—” His voice broke off as the elevator stopped and the light flickered. I let out a small shriek in fright as we were plunged into darkness.

      The younger man spoke again, “What the hell?” He sounded angry. “How can a hotel as expensive as this one have a faulty elevator?”

      “Just calm down, Lucas. It will be fine,” the older man answered him.

      “Mom is going to be wondering where we are.” So I’d been right.

      “She’s watching that bachelor show on TV, and she’s on the phone with your Aunt Sheila. She won’t even notice we’re gone.”

      I smiled at his comment, but then stilled when I felt Zach’s hand creeping up under my top and over my bra. He slipped his fingers into my bra cup and gently pinched my nipples. I bit down on my lower lip to stop myself from moaning or crying out.

      “Lean forward,” he whispered in my ear, but I didn’t move.

      He chuckled in my ear lightly and then lifted the back of my skirt up and started rubbing my ass. I wasn’t sure if I heard or felt the sound of his zipper going down but the next thing I knew I was feeling the head of his cock between my ass cheeks. His fingers left my bra and moved down between my legs and started rubbing my clit again. My legs started trembling at his touch and I reached behind to steady myself.

      “Lean forward,” he whispered in my ear again and rubbed on my clit more urgently.

      This time I obeyed and bent forward slightly in the darkness. I couldn’t believe what we were doing right here in the elevator. An elevator that held two other people. Two other people who were probably wondering what all the whispering was about. Two people that would see us in a compromising position if the lights came back on as quickly as they’d turned off. I knew all of this, but still, I didn’t care. I think the situation was what made it even more exciting. Zach removed his fingers from my wetness and guided the tip of his cock to my opening. He rubbed it back and forth along my clit for a few seconds before entering me.

      “Ahhh!” I cried out as I felt the full length of his cock inside of me.

      “Are you okay?” the older man asked me in the dark. “There’s no need to be scared, I’m sure they will have us out soon.” 

      “I’m okay, thanks,” I squeaked out, almost moaning again as Zach moved his cock slowly inside of me. And then he increased his pace and if I hadn’t been in so much ecstasy, I would have worried about the noise his cock was making as it slid in and out of my pussy.

      Zach was so hard; I suppose the situation turned him on as well. He grabbed my hips and moved me back into him and I circled my hips as I bounced my ass back against him every time he slammed into me. I was so close to coming; I was scared I was going to scream so I stuffed part of my top into my mouth. I could hear Zach breathing harder and I was nervous the two men knew what was going on. The elevator was pretty silent aside from the small noises we were making, but I wasn’t sure if we were really being loud or if the sounds were being amplified in my head. I was just about to come when I felt him pulling out of me completely. I wanted to cry at the loss of his cock inside of me, but I knew I couldn’t say anything.

      “I don’t have on a condom,” he whispered in my ear as he pulled me against him and dropped the back of my skirt back down.

      I could have slapped myself for my idiocy. I hadn’t even thought about protection. Shit, if he hadn’t pulled out, he would have come inside of me and that could have ended up being a whole heap of drama. I didn’t say anything back to him, and I was thanking God about ten seconds later that he’d pulled out because the lights flickered back on and the elevator started moving again.

      “See, I told you it would be okay.” The older man offered me a fatherly smile, and I just smiled back at him weakly, unable to say anything. The elevator stopped at the twentieth floor and the two men got out. Zach turned me around to face him, a huge smile on his face.

      “That was fucking hot.” He pulled me closer and kissed me hard. “I can’t wait to get to the room to finish what we started.”

      “Don’t I get my question first?” I teased him, not giving a hoot about asking any questions. All I wanted was for him to finish what he’d started. I needed his cock inside of me again, and I needed to climax. I was all worked up and I needed a release.

      “You can ask all the questions you want afterward.”

      He lifted up my top and then pulled my bra down slightly. Taking my right breast into his mouth, he sucked on my nipple while his fingers started playing with my clit again.

      “You’re so wet for me.”

      He fingered me and I could tell that I was going to come. I moaned and squeezed my legs together and he must have realized what was happening because the next thing I knew he was lifting me up against the wall.

      “Wrap your legs around my waist,” he commanded me and I did so eagerly. He unzipped his pants again and pulled his cock out. And placed it at my entrance.

      “But you have no condom,” I said looking at him.

      “Don’t worry.” He kissed my lips and grinned. “I can control myself. I want to feel you coming on my dick. Right now. In this elevator,” he said and then he entered me.

      I bit down on his shoulder as he thrust into me, my pussy closing on his cock like it never wanted to be without him again. “Come for me, Piper, come for me.”

      He kissed me hard and rotated his hips so that his cock was hitting me in a different spot. Then he moved his fingers down to my clit and rubbed me as well and I felt the waves come crashing down as I climaxed hard. He groaned as my body trembled against the wall and I held onto him tight. He thrust into me a few more times and then pulled out with a small smile. “That’s about as much control as I have right now,” he said.

      When the elevator stopped again, we practically ran to his room, and I waited for him to open the door. 

      “Nice room,” I said as I looked around briefly, but Zach didn’t have time for that. He was ripping his clothes off and then mine and placing me on the bed. He buried his head between my legs and I felt his tongue licking up all my juices.

      “You taste so good,” he said as he kissed back up to my lips. “Now it’s my turn.”

      “Do you have a condom?”

      “Yes.”

      He reached over to the side table and pulled a wrapper out of it, ripped it open and slipped it on.

      “Get on your knees,” he said and then came up behind me. I leaned forward and placed my hands in front of me and felt him entering me from behind in one long, deep stroke. He slammed into me with abandon, while reaching around me and grabbing my breasts. It was only a couple of minutes later that I felt him shuddering inside of me and then sliding out of me. We both fell back on the bed, panting deeply and he reached over and touched my hair lightly.

      “So … it’s good seeing you again,” he said wryly. “Thanks for giving me a third chance.”

      “Uh-huh,” I said with a small smile and reached over to touch his face. “You’re a very lucky man.”

      “Yes, I am.” He lightly traced a hand across my stomach. “I haven’t forgotten that I still owe you dinner.”

      “Yes, you do. I’m starved,” I said, and with that, he reached over, grabbed a room service menu and handed it to me.
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      “I haven’t had such a delicious burger and fries in a while.” I happily licked the last remnants of salt from my fingers. “That really hit the spot.”

      “Yes, my cock did seem to hit several spots, didn’t it?” He watched me as I ate in my big white fluffy robe on top of the bed. He was seated naked in the chair opposite the bed, just staring at me. “I’ve never seen a woman eat so voraciously,” he said as I put my plate down on the side table.

      “Maybe that’s because you live in LA?” I said with a small shrug. “I’m a writer, no one cares if I’m as skinny as a pencil, so I can actually enjoy food.”

      “Skinny as a pencil, ha.” He laughed. “I’m glad you’re not as skinny as a pencil.” He licked his lips and I could see his cock growing.

      “Now it’s my turn. I wanted to ask you some questions.” I took a deep breath. This hadn’t quite gone the way that I’d expected. I hadn’t wanted to have sex with him again, and I certainly didn’t expect to be asking him what could potentially be hard-hitting questions from his bed dressed in nothing but a hotel robe.

      “Okay,” he leaned forward, his eyes narrowing. “Getting down to business, I see.”

      “You have to be honest.”

      “I’ll be honest,” he said as he stood up tall and I stared at his gloriously lean and strong muscular body.

      It suddenly struck me just how fit he was—beyond just being sexy, I mean. If things got ugly, there was no way that I’d be able to take him down and leave. I really was a dumbass. Had I put myself in danger for some love-making? Granted, it was the best sex I’d ever had in my life, but was it worth it now that he was in a position of power over me? I was really nervous right now. What if I found out something I didn’t want to know?

      “First, let me say a few things,” he said as he made his way over to the bed and lay down on the mattress. He leaned forward and untied my belt. The robe fell open. He took in the sight of my naked body and smiled. “Take your robe off,” he ordered, but I just sat there. “Take it off, Piper.”

      “What if I don’t want to?”

      “Oh, but you do. You very much want to take it off,” he said, his eyes gazing into mine and daring me to argue with him.

      “I don’t really care either way,” I said coolly as I slipped the robe off. The game of cat and mouse had started, and I needed to let him know who was boss. “Though I should call Alexa in a little bit. She knows I’m here at the Fairmont with you, and I don’t want her to worry as I didn’t tell her I’d be spending the night.”

      “I don’t think she’ll be staying up the night waiting for you to get home.”

      “She worries.”

      “I bet she’s already in bed.”

      “If I don’t make it home by a certain time, she will likely call the police. She’s over-dramatic like that.”

      “There are many places we could be by the time happens.”

      “If I’m not back home by morning, she’ll panic. She knows I have a deadline.”

      “For your book, huh?”

      “Yes.” I nodded and swallowed hard. 

      “It would be a pity if you weren’t able to finish that book, wouldn’t it?”

      “I guess so.” I shrugged, looking away nonchalantly. I was not going to tell him about vampires falling in love right now. He’d laugh me off of the bed.

      “I could whisk you away before that could ever happen.”

      “Against my will?”

      “Would it really be against your will, though?” His finger stroked my shoulder and his eyes stared into mine hard. I shivered at the look on his face. This was no intimate gaze. This was a hard, searching look. What had he done? And was he aware that I might know?

      “I want you to tell me about Radley Markham,” I said, finally cutting to the chase. I’d intended to skirt around the issue to catch him unaware, but I needed the element of surprise.

      His face twisted, and for a second, I saw a flash of sadness in his gaze. The room was silent, save for our breathing, as we both sat there. I stared at his eyes, his lips, his hands, hands that had just made me come in the most magnificent of ways, and I wanted to believe that somehow Alexa had gotten it wrong. I wanted to believe that Zach had nothing to do with Radley. Maybe it hadn’t even been him in the photo. Or Jackson. Maybe he had never met him.

      “Zach?” I prompted.

      “What do you want to know?” His voice was bleak, and my heart sank.

      “Did you have anything to do with Radley Markham’s disappearance?” I asked the question I cared about most and then wondered if I should have led with what Spacecoast69 had mentioned.

      “So it’s true.” He sighed. He reached forward and touched my lips gently and shook his head. “I tried to tell myself it wasn’t true, but it’s true. You should have been an actress in Hollywood, Piper, you really should.”

      “Don’t change the subject, Zach. I want to know.” I swallowed hard, and I knew my body was flushed with anxiety. If this went badly, I was going to be all alone. I had lied earlier. Alexa didn’t know I was here at the Fairmont. She’d known I was heading to Kells to meet Zach, yes, but when I’d left, I hadn’t told her anything. I hadn’t wanted her to get upset.

      “Yes, Piper, I had something to do with Radley Markham’s disappearance.”

      My heart stopped. I couldn’t quite believe it. “What happened?” I asked, trying to make sure I didn’t directly ask him if he’d killed him.

      “If I give you this information, you need to do something for me.”

      “What?”

      “You need to call Alexa right now and tell her you’re not coming home.”

      “Not coming home?” I blinked at him. “What?”

      “That’s all I’m going to say for now.”

      “What if I want to leave?”

      “You’re not going to leave now, Piper. So I’m going to have you call Alexa and tell her that you’re not coming home.”

      “Are you going to hurt me?” I whispered.

      “I would never hurt you, Piper.” He traced a finger down my cheek. “Never.”

      “So why do I have to call Alexa?”

      “If I tell you what I’m going to tell you, then I can’t have you leaving me … right away.” He added on the last words and I wondered if they were there to make me feel better. Was he ever going to let me leave?

      “I don’t know.”

      He pushed me back onto the bed and kissed down my neck and along my collarbone as his right hand fondled my breasts. I couldn’t breathe and I couldn’t tell him to stop. I didn’t want to. The danger in the air was palpable, but so was the sex. I wanted him in ways that I’d never wanted anyone before and I was feeling things that I shouldn’t be. I didn’t even recognize myself. Zach Houston had me like a puppet on a string. I couldn’t move as I waited to see what he was going to do next.

      “I want to fuck you again,” he said against my mouth, biting down on my lower lip a little too hard before sucking it into his mouth. “I want to hear you screaming my name. You’re going to be mine, Piper. You’re going to do exactly what I want, do you hear me?”

      “I hear you,” I said as my fingers ran down his back. “But what I don’t hear is you answering my question. That was the deal, Zach. I want to know.”

      “You want to know, eh?” He hovered over me, his cock resting on my stomach, growing harder with each second. I reached down to stroke it and he growled against my mouth, his eyes seeming to stare into my soul. “I’ll tell you everything you want to know, Piper.” He kissed along my jawbone to my ear and then whispered. “I was with Radley on the night that he disappeared, and I know exactly what happened. I know because I’m the one that did it.”
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      Thank you for reading THE PLAYBOY!

      Ready to find out what happens next? Pre-Order Secrets of the Playboy, the sequel to The Playboy >
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      From the outside, Abby’s life looks like a fairytale.

      

      Loving family, wealthy lifestyle, education at a prestigious university. The truth? She’s barely managing to survive. Few know the nightmare she lived before she was adopted. And no one knows the secret agony that still haunts her nightmares.

      

      With a degree from Berkeley, she could have gone anywhere, but she’s back in Colorado. Not for a fresh start—fresh starts are only an illusion—but for Wes Ahern. Her protector, who throws around words like “therapy” and “talk to me.” Her brother in every way but blood. The one man she wishes could be so much more.

      

      Maybe, just this once, she can stop running from her demons.

      

      But does she dare let Wes see inside the darkest closets of her pain…or will love be the biggest mistake of her life?

    

  

  
    
      “I fell in love with her courage, her sincerity, and her flaming self-respect. And it's these things I'd believe in, even if the whole world indulged in wild suspicions that she wasn't all she should be. I love her, and it is the beginning of everything.” ― F. Scott Fitzgerald
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      I can pinpoint the moment when Abigail Lyons lost her optimism. It was the day her grandmother died. That’s when I began to talk about myself in third person, imagining the worst that could happen and learning to dissociate when my brain couldn’t handle the input.

      It was the same day I stopped laughing with ease and speaking my mind confidently. At sixteen though, that’s when I went quiet for good. The day I lost all hope, became swallowed by loneliness—leaving nothing more than a scared bundle of nerves who wanted to jump out of her own skin. At twenty-three not much has changed. But I try to hide my flaws and fears. Somedays I’m brave enough to fight against my mind to conquer the latter. Other days, I’m not so lucky.

      Like my fear of flying with a bunch of strangers. As the plane takes off, I close my eyes, hold onto my bracelet, and count the crystals. I’m not a fan of airplanes. They’re too small, there are too many people on board and anything could happen during the flight. Though, according to my best friend, Wes, the probabilities of dying in a plane crash are one in eleven million. He once explained to me that it’s more likely to be hit by a meteorite, drown in my own bathtub, or get mauled by a bear in Yellowstone than die in a plane crash.

      He might be right about those statistics. But logic doesn’t apply to my phobia. Every time a plane takes off, my heart beats faster than a cheetah hunting for her next meal and sweat drips down my back. Honestly, I’m not afraid that the plane will lose altitude or collide with another aircraft. I fear that I’ll crash emotionally during the flight. The question for me isn’t whether or not the pilot loses control. My mind is asking, what if I have a full-blown panic attack in an environment where I don’t have control or any means for emotional release?

      When the pilot announces that we’re allowed to turn on our laptops and move around the cabin, I put on my wireless headphones and turn on my music. If I’m lucky, the two glasses of wine I downed before boarding, plus the one I drank before takeoff, might help me sleep during the almost three-hour flight. If I’m asleep, I won’t have to think about the people around me. Or the possibility of him finding me once I’m back in Denver.

      My throat tightens at the mere thought of seeing him again. I shut my eyes, squeezing them hard. My body trembles. It’s been so long that he shouldn’t have any effect on me. I count, controlling my breathing. But it’s impossible to calm myself when the images of what happened that night come back. The voices are back too. My heart beats wildly.

      Please, God, help me.

      Not now.

      “Run, Abigail, run,” I hear her desperate voice.

      I’m frozen in place. He’s getting closer to our room. This is my only chance to escape but I can’t move. My legs don’t respond. It’s like they weigh hundreds of pounds. The air thickens as his heavy steps get closer. I lift my gaze and I see him, staring at me with those swamp colored green eyes and a mocking smile on his face.

      “Try running,” he says with a daring glare and a smug tone. “Try to escape me, and if by some miracle you do, know that I’ll find you.”
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      Abby Age Seventeen

      I grit my teeth harder with every breath I take. Are we far enough from…? I wrap my arms around myself. Don’t think about it, stay quiet, don’t call her attention. Let her believe you’re just in mourning.

      The mansion, hidden in the exclusive Cherry Hills neighborhood, looms proudly behind the iron gates. It’s flanked by rows of evergreens and Aspen trees. At its threshold stands a delicate marble fountain. Ms. Graves drives forward and stops right in front of the opulent porch. I take a deep breath and climb down from the large SUV, dragging in a plastic bag, the few belongings I was allowed to take with me.

      This place is how I always imagined palaces from fairy tales would look. I’ve lived north of Denver my entire life and the only times I left the area were for fieldtrips to the museums. Never in my dreams could I have imagined that there were homes nestled around the city that looked like this. The double front doors feature frosted glass framed by elegant wood, and on each side stood stone statues of lions. Two benches with matching planters hold bright flowers soaking in the sun of the late summer.

      Too good to be true, I mumble under my breath as I continue following my case manager.

      Who in their right mind would welcome me into their house? My mother barely accepted me. What makes Ms. Graves think that these people will be willing to shelter me after everything that’s happened? But then again, maybe they don’t even know my history.

      Don’t say a word, Abigail, or you’ll pay.

      Terror overwhelms me. I drop my gaze to my feet counting my toes several times. My body shakes uncontrollably as the door opens. A middle-aged man wearing a blue suit smiles at us.

      “Ms. Graves?” I jerk at the sound of his deep male voice.

      “Yes, and this is Abigail Lyons,” she says straightening her back.

      “Good afternoon, Miss Lyons,” the man standing in front of me greets. “It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

      He opens the door wider for us, stepping aside. I follow right behind Ms. Graves.

      “Mr. and Mrs. Ahern will be with you in just a minute,” he says, giving us a sharp nod and walking away.

      Ms. Graves squeezes my arm gently. “Everything is going to be fine,” she assures me.

      Poor, naïve Ms. Graves. She’s only prolonging my agony. She doesn’t understand that no matter where she takes me, I won’t be safe from those monsters. I not only fear them, but the memories. The ghosts remain by my side. They’re choking me with their cold hands and squeezing the life out of me. I have no idea why I even fight them. Sooner or later they’ll win.

      “Think positive,” she mumbles, sounding like one of those life coaches who try to make you believe that anything is possible. “This is your second chance. You’ll find happiness.”

      Huh, happiness might happen to others perhaps … I don’t know if it’ll ever happen for me.

      At this moment, however, I can only concentrate on two things: tying to remain silent and blocking the past from my mind. I just can’t do the latter. All my thoughts continue to scatter. Nothing has made sense since …

      I hold my breath and count slowly, pushing aside everything that’s happened over the past few days. One, two, three. I focus on the marble floor while my nails dig into the sensitive flesh of my arms.

      “What happened to you was tragic,” she continues.

      Tragic?

      She has no idea what happened to me at home or for how long it went on. Until a couple of days ago, my life was a cross between Kiss the Girls and Silence of the Lambs.

      “I understand that you don’t want to talk about it, but you might want to change your attitude,” she snaps.

      Her patience has run thin.

      Take it easy on me. You heard the psychiatrist, lady. After what I witnessed, it might take months if not years to recover my speech.

      So, what if I’m faking not being able to speak? It’s the only way I can assure my survival. I learned this by reading novels. It’s good to store useless information. I didn’t know that one day all of it would become useful. If only I could escape this town. There’s no way I can emancipate myself and create a new identity here. I should go blonde and try to make enough money to buy those colored contacts. I’d choose green. With my dark brown eyes, it would be almost impossible to fake a pure blue.

      “You’re very lucky.” Her jaw clenches and her nostrils flare.

      The woman has shed the sheepskin and is showing her inner wolf. Everyone has an inner wolf; some just hide it better than others.

      “The Aherns stopped fostering children a couple of years ago, but they made an exception for you.” She gives me a once-over and scrunches her nose. “This is your chance to start anew.”

      I nod twice, pretending to understand what’s at stake. She’s just praying that I don’t become a burden for her. That after today, she doesn’t have to see me or hear from me ever again. Unless someone asks her where she sent me. My lip quivers when I realize that I’m not safe. Not here or anywhere. If only I were smart enough, I’d hack the database and erase my name from the system—erase any record of my existence.

      “Everything will be okay,” Ms. Graves reassures me with that fake smile that reminds me of my mother’s.

      Nothing will be fine, I want to scream at her.

      “Listen, losing your mother and that happening to your sister was horrible, but you can continue with your life,” she pauses, covering her face and muffling a sound. “Everything will go back to normal in no time.”

      Is she crying on my behalf?

      If only I could, I’d set her straight.

      Lady, you don’t know shit. Ava wasn’t my sister! I scream inside my head.

      Mom … well, that happened nearly a year ago.

      I hold my breath as a shiver runs down my spine. Fear. Despair. My heart races as I realize that I almost said something.

      Don’t speak, I repeat several times.

      “Normal,” she repeats.

      For fuck’s sake, this woman is clueless. Does she even know what normal is for me? My life has been everything but normal since my grandmother died and left my mother to take care of me. After being cared for by a woman who was like Mother Theresa, I was left behind to hang out with one of Satan’s demons—and a stupid one for that matter. For the past few years, I hated my life, my mother, and myself. When she died, I was afraid that her husband would send me to a foster home. Now, I wish he would have. At least it would have kept me safe from … them.

      The sound of tapping heels speeds my pulse. I squeeze my eyes shut tightly. The horror stories from the foster kids I met at school haunt me. My head pounds, and I hug myself.

      “Finally, you guys are here,” a cheery female voice says. “You must be Abigail.

      “I’m Linda Ahern, and please, you should just call me Linda.” She’s almost as tall as my five-foot-five. Her green eyes crinkle when she sees me. Her olive skin tone makes her look younger than Ms. Graves. Her light brown hair is styled in an elegant bob.

      “We’re so excited!” she says with more enthusiasm than a cheerleader in the middle of a Broncos game.

      This kind of happiness can’t be real. I lower my head wishing myself away. If only I had Dorothy’s red shoes, I could tap them and … where would I go? Certainly not to Oz, or home. I’d rather be here than home.

      You don’t belong here, Abigail.

      Mom always said those words. It was her mantra. She regretted having me. I ruined her life and those of everyone else around me. It won’t take long for these people to realize that I’m a burden. I’ll adapt though. I just need ten months. When I turn eighteen I’ll be able to leave this place, Colorado, and everything that happened here behind me.

      Unless these people grow tired of me before I can escape. I should start planning. I scan the room. The fancy painting on the wall looks like the ones at the museum. The crystal chandelier right above me. I stare at it. One, two, three, four, five … my lungs loosen up, the air comes in and out more easily. Counting each prism soothes me.

      “Mom!” A loud, rough voice interrupts my counting, making my entire body jolt.

      I stretch my neck and spot a tall guy coming from the living room at the other end of the house.

      “Sorry,” he says softly. “I didn’t mean to startle you.”

      He’s nearly a foot taller than me, has broad shoulders, and looks young. His short dark hair is combed to the side framing his piercing blue eyes. He looks like an actor, a model.

      “Wes, dear. I was expecting your father.”

      “There was an emergency at the office, so he asked me to come.”

      Her green eyes dim for a second before her smile returns. My heart hurts because I feel her sadness.

      “He’s sneaking into the garage, isn’t he?” Mrs. Ahern rolls her eyes and smiles. This smile doesn’t touch her eyes though. “You’ll excuse my husband, Abigail. He’s excited to meet you, but it’s difficult to get him away from his work.”

      “Almost impossible,” Wes confirms with a sharp nod.

      “Abigail, this is my son Weston,” she introduces me, but the guy doesn’t try to shake hands or say a word to me.

      I nod and wonder if I should curtsy to please them.

      “I’m sorry. Abigail is quiet and impossibly shy,” Ms. Graves glares at me as she apologizes for my silence. “She hasn’t spoken since…”

      The long pause becomes a silence that lingers around us, thickening the atmosphere. I swallow hard before it chokes me.

      “Would you like me to show her to her room, Mom?” Weston looks at his mother who nods in return.

      “Please, Abigail, why don’t you follow me while Mom talks to Ms. Graves.” He’s too proper for a guy his age. I’d guess he’s in his early twenties.

      Who knows? His mother looks young too.

      My gaze shifts from Ms. Graves to Mrs. Ahern waiting for their input. All I really want though is to get the hell out of this place. It isn’t where I want to be. Actually, I don’t even want to be anymore.

      “Go with him, dear,” Mrs. Ahern’s sweet voice reminds me of Grandma. “Your room is ready. We can talk after I show Ms. Graves to her car.”

      Either her tone or the goodness in her gaze convinces me that I’m safe. Maybe it’s just an illusion, but for now, I’ll allow myself to trust this woman.

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      I follow Weston, my gaze fixated on the marble floor. Once I reach the first step, I come to a halt. I lift my chin and find myself in front of a wide staircase that splits into two right at the first landing. One goes left and the other right, which is where Weston waits for me, giving me a reassuring smile.

      We climb the stairs, the clicking of his shoes echoing throughout the house.

      “Mom bought you some clothes,” he says trying to fill the silence.

      My posture goes rigid at his statement. These strangers bought me clothes? Why would they when they don’t know me?

      When I was ten—before my life crumbled and I became who I am today—I thought everyone was good. Or at least, my grandma made me believe that everyone’s heart was good and pure—just that some people forgot to listen to theirs. I also thought that she was a wise woman who knew everything.

      While growing up with her, I was an advocate for the less fortunate—like she was. Grandma didn’t have much, but she shared whatever she could.

      “Why don’t you save for us?” I asked her once.

      The selfish part of me wanted to go on vacations to the beach or at least occasionally eat out at a restaurant.

      “I save enough. We have food and a roof over our heads. Everything else is a luxury we don’t need,” she explained. “And I hope that if you or I ever were to need the mercy of a stranger, someone would show us compassion because when we had money, we gave to those in need.”

      “Doesn’t that defeat the purpose of being charitable?”

      “No, it’s Karma. You get back what you’ve put in,” she said winking at me.

      Since she died, I’ve asked myself what I did to be on the receiving end of my mother’s mistreatment. I shudder, wondering if these people are going to ask me for something in return.

      “I have to warn you,” he continues, and I close my eyes waiting for his threat. “Mom can be a little overwhelming, but she means well.”

      What does that mean?

      We reach the second tier of the house, and he turns toward the right hallway stopping in front of the first door. He opens it and gives me an inviting smile. It’s not creepy just … nice. The room is almost the size of the living room and dining room of my grandma’s house combined. The walls are gray with pink and lilac accents. There’s a big bed with a soft pink comforter on top and gray pillows. A comfortable looking sofa with pink and gray cushions sits under the big windows covered by plantation shutters.

      The framed pictures mounted on the wall are black and white with a few pink and red accents. This is beautiful; a chamber fit for a princess. I’m guessing that I’ll be sharing this room with their daughter. Do they have a daughter? Ms. Graves didn’t mention how many other children the Aherns have. Well, it doesn’t matter, either way. As long as I’m in a safe place, I’m content. The little couch whispers my name. It should do for as long as I live here.

      “This is the closet.” He opens one of the two doors in the room. “As I mentioned before, Mom already bought you a few things, but she’ll probably take you shopping soon.”

      I peek at the closet, curious about his sister’s things. But there are only a few dresses hanging, two pairs of shoes, and the shelves have a few folded pants and shirts. I march in, trying to guess what things belong to me.

      “They are all yours,” he says as if reading my mind. “The room belongs to you.”

      I look around, mesmerized at the space. This is mine, just mine? This is unrealistic. There’s no way these people are giving me a room that’s bigger than some apartments. What do they want in exchange? My stomach tightens as fear ripples through me.

      “In case you need anything.” He walks toward the main door and points to my left. “On the other side of the stairs is my parents’ suite. Right across from your room is the green guestroom. The door after it is Sterling’s room—my younger brother.”

      I frown at the mention of a brother. This guy seems nice, but what about the other people who live here?

      ‘You don’t have to worry about him,” he says, as if responding to my question. “He’s in college. My room is the one at the end. I’m living here just until I find a place. Soon enough it’ll be just you and my parents.”

      I hug myself, hoping that his parents are as nice as they sound.

      Weston continues the tour by showing me the bathroom. I follow behind him, staring at the posh carpet and wanting to take off my sandals to feel the softness under my feet. But before that, I want to take a long shower. Wash away the memories. The pain. Or at least try to, although I know that they’re seared into me like a second skin.

      “It’s hard to get used to a new house and new people,” he says using a low soothing voice.  “I understand what you’re going through.”

      He draws in a long breath.

      You have no idea what happened to me, rich guy, I can’t help but huff.

      “I too have a story,” Weston says softly, his handsome face sags. “A story that I don’t particularly enjoy talking about. I came here when I was five. Filthy, malnourished, and needing a haven.”

      My ears perk; my gaze finds his. Those blue eyes contain a hint of the pain and sadness that I’m all too familiar with. My heart begins to ache for that poor five-year-old. I want to take his hand, reassure him that he’ll be fine, even if I don’t believe it myself. But I don’t break my silence.

      A silence as thick as the mood oozes between us. Something about his expression urges me to speak. I lower my gaze, biting the inside of my cheek.

      “You’ll be safe with my parents,” he reassures me. “They are the best.”

      He moves into the bathroom, and I follow behind. Weston explains how the shower works. I can adjust the temperature on the panel next to the glass door. There are multiple showerheads mounted on the wall, and I can choose if I want them all or just one. All kinds of toiletries cover the top shelf. There are loofas, and under the sink are stacked clean towels. This bathroom is spotless, spacious, and has a big window covered by the same beautiful white shutters as the bedroom.

      “This is your sanctuary,” he continues. “No one will come in unless you invite them. In here, you’re safe. We’re here to listen if you need us or to just to be around for support.”

      There’s something in his gaze I recognize. It’s more than the sadness and the pain. It’s the look of someone who’s lived through hell and is still here to tell their story.

      “We have a lot in common,” he says, shoving his hands inside his pockets and looking down at the floor. “I’ll help you, the same way my parents helped me.”

      This guy is delusional. He might have suffered the same fate, and on that level, we’re equals. But, for the sake of that five-year-old, I hope not. We’re not the same though. He’s a survivor, I’m a casualty. Yet, his strong personality calls to me. What if I hold onto him while I weather the storm? What if he were my lifeguard? Then I wouldn’t drown.

      I’ll hold onto his promise, at least for today, in hopes that I can make it through this alive.
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      Abby Age Eighteen

      Family reunions aren’t my cup of tea. Mom loves them along with parties. She finds any and every excuse to organize one at least twice a month. Abby’s graduation is no exception. She sent invitations to our family and her closest friends. She also demanded my brother’s presence.  Sterling, who has only met Abby twice, refused to come until Dad threatened him.

      I’m still not sure what it was this time, but it’s obvious that Dad and Sterling’s relationship keeps breaking apart. After two years away from home, he’s changed a lot. His light brown hair is longer, and he sports at least three new tattoos that I can count. He’s becoming everything my father hates from the outside; I hope he’s doing this for himself and not just to piss off dear old dad.

      “Are you sure we have to go?” Sterling asks as he runs a tattooed hand through his hair.

      “Yeah,” I mumble, checking the time. “Mom will appreciate you joining us—without whining.”

      Mom left an hour earlier with Abigail, who’s graduating from high school today. It’s a bittersweet moment for my parents. Their two sons are adults and their last foster child is leaving the nest. This time, nothing will sway Dad’s decision. He said this will be the last time they’ll foster a child no matter the circumstances. They are too old to deal with children.

      Abby wasn’t an easy kid. She didn’t trust any of us at first and her night terrors still keep us up at night. However, after a year of our support, she’s ready to go to college. Today, we’re celebrating another milestone. Mom likes to reassure her that she’s part of our family. That’s why she insisted on having Sterling come. My parents want to celebrate this day as a family.

      “Of course, you have to go,” Dad scowls at Sterling, handing him one of his ties. “We said formal, Slugger.”

      My brother frowns at his childhood nickname.

      “I’m old enough to vote, Dad,” he pauses glaring at him. “Maybe you should start calling me Sterling instead of Slugger.”

      He hangs the tie around his neck and slumps his shoulders. “Can you help me fix this shit, Wes?”

      I can’t help but laugh at the irony.

      “Your mother pampered you too much, Slugger,” Dad sighs, exasperated.

      “Maybe you should save your allowance and buy one of those clip-on ties.” I laugh while working on his tie. “They sell them in the children’s section.”

      “Fucker,” he growls at me.

      “That’s all you can come up with, Sluggy.” I let out a laugh that echoes through the great room.

      “Boys!” Dad’s aggravation stops our childish argument.

      “Yes, Dad,” I say finishing the knot.

      “We artists don’t need a dress code,” Sterling defends himself.

      My little brother is a sculptor, a painter, and sometimes, an actor. He lives in New York City and attends Parsons School of Design. A place Dad swears isn’t a college, but a very expensive recreation center. Which is unfair. Sterling is talented. He goes to one of the most prestigious art schools in the world. Our father doesn’t understand my little brother and doesn’t even care enough to try.

      Sterling has fought Dad’s rules since we were children. Everything between them is a battle. His church attire, when to do his homework, and his bed time. When my parents weren’t home, he’d use the staircase and the furniture to skateboard. At thirteen he was stealing their cars, and at sixteen he raided the wine cellar.

      “Buy yourself a suit,” Dad orders.

      Sterling’s jaw twitches, but he doesn’t say anything. When my brother moved to New York, he donated all his suits. Hence, he’s wearing one of my jackets that’s a couple of sizes too large.

      “That career isn’t going to pay your bills.”

      You do, Sterling mouths, chuckling at his own joke.

      “Weston, you should talk some sense into this kid,” Dad puts on his jacket. “Are you two driving with me?”

      “No, Dad. We’re going in my car. Abby’s taking her driver’s test right after the ceremony,” I remind him.

      Abbs and I are celebrating today before the big party. I promised to take her to lunch and then for her driver’s license test. We have a lot to celebrate. She was accepted into Berkeley, and though she hasn’t declared her major, she’s excited about college.

      “What about the party?” Dad says gruffly.

      “It’s not until six.” I check the time. “We have to leave now, or we won’t make it to the ceremony.”

      “Do you want to drive my car?” Dad shows Sterling the key of his Bentley.

      “Nah, I’m riding with Wes to get some time in before he ditches me for Abby after the ceremony.”

      I give him an inquisitive look but say nothing. Once we’re in the car, I ask, “Why are you avoiding Dad?”

      “I just …” he trails off, unable to say a thing. “This isn’t where I want to be.”

      “You could’ve stayed in New York,” I mumble.

      “Dad’s disappointment is enough. I wouldn’t want to add Mom’s,” he growls. “And even if I had stayed away, he’d call to remind me that if I wanted, he could get me into the business program at DU. Dad can’t accept me, my career, or the fact that I’m not going to take over his little empire along with you.”

      He groans, shaking his head.

      This ongoing argument creates friction between Sterling and me too. Dad hopes that his art is just a hobby and that he’ll grow out of it, the same way I grew out of my programming obsession.

      He doesn’t know that I continue working on the side. I love to create apps, develop new software, and fidget with all kinds of gadgets. The fact that I’m focused on his business doesn’t mean that I’ve forgotten what I want to do in the future. I’m not planning on taking over his company either; I just haven’t told him yet.

      “You should quit,” Sterling suggests. His voice chirps through the car. “If you don’t do it now, you’ll be sharing his fate.”

      I shake my head.  He better not start giving me shit about my life and my future. What do I expect? That’s what this family does best, meddling and pointing out one another’s faults or the fact that we’re not reaching our full potential. He’s not Dad, but he sounds a lot like him. Sterling never misses a chance to tell me that I’m fucking up my life by doing what Dad wants.

      I’m biding my time, learning the business world while doing what I love on the side. One day I’ll have enough experience to set up my own company.

      Once I start the engine his mouth quirks up into a half-smile. “You’ll become Dad.”

      Fucker.

      I turn on the music and decide to ignore him. In less than five minutes, we’ll arrive at the school.

      “There’s nothing wrong with our father,” I say when I park and turn off the engine.

      “You refuse to see the real guy behind that suit. He’s cold. A modern Ebenezer Scrooge,” he continues. “The man works during holidays too.”

      I leave the car before we begin to argue. Our parents are giving. For years, they took in children who needed shelter. They provided them with love and a roof without questions. How can he refer to our father as a cold-hearted cheapskate?

      Slugger is becoming someone I don’t like. An overprivileged playboy who judges everyone around him. I worry about him and his future. When he turns twenty-five, he’s going to be living on his trust fund. Hopefully, Dad set it up so that Sterling can only withdraw a certain amount per year, and it lasts him a lifetime.

      “It’s okay, Wes.” Sterling pats my shoulder. “At least one of us respects the man.”

      He walks away. Anger churns in my chest. Sometimes I don’t understand him, and the problem isn’t that I don’t try, but that he doesn’t want to face reality. He lives in a world where Sterling is always right, and if we don’t agree with him, then we’re wrong.

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      The ceremony doesn’t last long, but it feels eternal. The principal’s speech is beyond annoying. However, it wasn’t as bad as the valedictorian’s address where the kid suggested they all let themselves fall into the abyss. Someone should’ve edited the piece before the poor kid suggested that they’re leaving the best years of their lives behind and what’s to come will never compare.

      “That was interesting,” Mom says as we walk out of the auditorium. “I liked your speech better, Wes.”

      “I forgot that you were the valedictorian,” Sterling says in a mocking voice.

      “Aren’t you tired of being so perfect?” He mumbles under his breath.

      I try to please my parents, but I’m far from perfect. When I graduated, I gave the valedictorian speech because the night before the ceremony, Merritt was arrested for possession. His daddy couldn’t bail him out of jail in time for graduation. As captain of the debate and speech team, I was the only one prepared to speak on such short notice.

      “Aren’t you tired of being a pain in the ass, fucker?” I reply exasperated.

      I don’t wait for his comeback, as my eyes are drawn back to Abby who marches toward us. She’s still wearing the red cap and gown and a bright smile. Taking a few steps forward, I hug her tightly and spin her, lifting her off the ground.

      “You did it,” I say excitedly.

      “We did it,” she responds with a quiet voice. “If it wasn’t for you, I’d be going to summer school, or worse—repeating the entire year.”

      “Pfft, you just needed a little push.”

      Suddenly, she goes rigid in my arms.

      “They’re here?” she gasps.

      Her eyes widen, and I put her down when she struggles in my arms.

      I look around, searching for whoever scared her, but everything seems normal.

      “What’s going on, Abby girl?”

      All color washes away from her face, and she’s grasping my arms tightly, as if her life depended on it.

      “I’m here. You don’t need to worry about anything,” I say softly.

      “Sorry, I thought I saw my stepfather and his son,” she whispers, her head leaning against my chest. “Please, don’t mind me. Sometimes I imagine things.”

      “Hey, I get it,” I say soothingly.

      I rub her back counting along with her. The anxiety hasn’t gone away. She still has nightmares at night. The trauma she endured before coming to us continues to drag her into the darkness. I hate that she hurts and how she still closes herself off from everyone when the memories of what happened almost a year ago take hold of her mind.

      “Stay with me, Abby. Today is an important day. You graduated, and you’re going to get your driver’s license.”

      “Linda mentioned a trip,” she says grinning, pretending that the episode has passed.

      It hasn’t. Her chest continues to rise and fall rapidly along with her breath.

      “Are you coming along?” she tilts her head, her eyes hopeful.

      “I wish I could, Abbs.”

      Her shoulders slump.

      “But I know that Dad and I will join you at some point,” I say reassuringly.

      Mom treats Abby as if she were her daughter and never misses a chance to have some mother-daughter time with her. This summer, she plans on taking Abby on a trip around Europe before she leaves for college. She didn’t invite us to come along, but after Dad protested that she’ll be gone for too long, she invited us to join them for a couple of weeks.

      “I’ll miss you,” she says chewing on her lip.

      “Hey, I promise to call every day.”

      “Picture time,” Mom calls out waving her new camera. She’s ready for her trip and if we’re lucky, she’ll take up photography once August rolls around. Mom does best when her mind is occupied.

      “Abby, I need a few of you around campus and a couple with the boys.”

      “How do I look, boy?” Abby smirks at me and adjusts her long brown curls, bringing the purple tips to the front.

      “Purple,” I flick her nose. “Go, pose for the camera. You look gorgeous as usual.”

      As she walks away, everything hits me all at once. I realize that the day after tomorrow she’s leaving. That I’m going to fucking miss her a lot. She went from being just another one of my parent’s foster children to becoming one of my closest friends. Sadly, the academic demands at Berkeley might take us from best friends to mere acquaintances once she starts classes.
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      Abby Age Nineteen

      “What do you mean, you’re spending the whole summer abroad?” I grasp the phone tightly, glaring at Abby who is on the other side FaceTiming me. “You said it was only a few weeks in the Dominican Republic.”

      “Well, that’s for the volunteer program,” she says. “Afterwards, I’m going to Exeter.”

      Her eyes brighten, and I swear, she’s glowing. Since she left Denver, she’s changed a lot. It’s as if everything bad that happened to her stayed on this side of the Rocky Mountains.

      “Where the fuck is Exeter?”

      “It’s in the middle of Oxford, England.” The screen goes dark, and the only thing I can see is the word pause.

      She fucking paused me.

      “There, I sent you a picture of the place,” she says as my phone buzzes.

      “Linda approved of my choice. She said that the place is exquisite. Isn’t it beautiful?”

      “Mom agreed?” I arch a brow as I think of ways to convince her to come back home.

      We were supposed to spend the summer together. I miss her. I’ve seen her five times since she graduated high school. The first one was when I joined her and Mom in Spain, and we spent two weeks traveling through Barcelona, Madrid, Seville, Valencia, and Granada. Afterwards, we stopped in Portugal before we came back to Denver, and I helped her drive her car to Berkeley. The second was during fall break. I had to fly to California because the coffee shop where she was working wouldn’t give her the week off.

      On Thanksgiving weekend, Mom decided to indulge my brother, and we all flew to New York where we had dinner together at Sterling’s. For Christmas, we traveled to Aruba, and for spring break, I met Abby in San Diego where she interned for a week at the zoo. It’s a quick program that helped her realize that as much as she loved animals, she didn’t want to work with them.

      “Of course, she’s so excited.” Abby’s voice squeaks slightly with excitement. “Exeter is a school full of history. Do you know that Tolkien was an undergraduate there?”

      “How could I miss that important piece of information, Abbs?”

      “Mr. Sarcasm just showed up. What’s going on, Wes?” She twists her mouth. “You seem a little upset. Is it the new girl?”

      She narrows her gaze and rolls her eyes. “Please, don’t tell me you broke up with Marissa.”

      “I told you it wasn’t serious.”

      “It’s never serious, Wes. One of these days you’re going to meet the woman of your dreams, and you’ll let her go because work is more important.”

      “I’m only twenty-five,” I protest.

      “Something tells me that in a couple of years, we’ll have this same conversation.”

      “How about you?”

      She shakes her head. “Boys are idiots,” she claims.

      “What happened with the last one?”

      “It didn’t work out,” she says with disdain.

      I sigh with relief. The thought of Abby dating doesn’t settle well. She’s too far away, and if someone hurts her I couldn’t be there to comfort her.

      “Yeah, he expected to hit a home run without buying me dinner.”

      “Are we using baseball analogies now?”

      “Why not?” She shrugs one shoulder.

      As I browse the website for Exeter College, I ask about her plans. “What are you going to study in England?”

      “I’m taking just a couple of credits. Literatures of Modernity and Mathematics for Physical Sciences and Engineering.”

      “When are you coming back to Denver?”

      “Thanksgiving … Christmas or maybe next summer,” she says, with a voice void of emotion.

      We spend the next hour talking about the places she could visit during the weekends while in England. I begin to check my schedule and email Sterling about this new development. He’s fond of Abby, and maybe he could visit her too. As much as I trust Abby, I don’t want her to spend the summer alone in another country.
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      Abby Age Twenty

      Today I left work early. Dad’s on his way to Costa Rica, and I have plenty of time to build a new computer. All the parts arrived this week. Of course, my plans were interrupted by a text from little Abby asking if I had time to FaceTime with her. I couldn’t waste the opportunity to see her, and the conversation was going great until her news …

      “So, you speak Spanish now?” That’s all I can manage to say while searching for the right words to change her mind.

      “I can say more than cerveza porfavor,” Abby says with a smile.

      She moves closer to the telephone and whispers. “That’s beer in case you didn’t know.”

      “Do you remember who your translator was while we visited Spain?” I arch an eyebrow.

      “Whatever,” she says, letting out a loud breath and rolling her eyes.

      “It feels like you’re avoiding coming back home,” I suggest.

      Last summer she went to England and ended up staying there for an entire year. I hoped that she’d fly back to Denver and spend the summer with us. However, she traveled to the Dominican Republic to volunteer for a month. Afterwards, she flew to Costa Rica where she is with Mom who, like Abby, loves to help others whenever possible. Dad is joining them, but he didn’t invite me this time. I have to stay behind to take care of the company.

      “You should try this,” she shows me the ocean and the beautiful orange, purple, and blue sky with wispy clouds around the deep yellow halo. “Helping others while enjoying the most amazing landscapes.”

      She turns the phone around and that beautiful face brightens my day. Those soulful eyes have a shine that makes me want to lose myself inside of them. This gorgeous girl is so different from the one who arrived to us broken a couple of years back. The new Abby is full of life and makes me want to save the world along with her.

      Fuck, I miss her so much.

      It’s been weeks since the last time I saw her. This past year I made sure to visit her often. Dad wasn’t happy about my continuous traveling, but I ignored his rants. Maybe next year I’ll quit the company and start my own business. I’ll finally put something in motion and begin my own life.

      Abby makes me want to do that. Be my own person and stop living under the shadow of my father while trying to make up for Sterling’s behavior. I’m not sure if I’m capable of leaving Dad when it seems that he needs me now more than he used to.

      “What’s going on, Ahern?” Her sweet voice pulls me back to her and away from my problems.

      “Nothing, Abby girl. What are your plans?”

      “After Costa Rica, I’m going back to school.” She shrugs. “I loved taking lit classes, but my favorite subject is math. I’ve finally decided to pursue an accounting degree.”

      “You could do that here, at DU,” I suggest. My heart beats fast as I wait for her answer.

      Please, say yes.

      “Nope, you know how I feel about going back to Denver. The nightmares stayed there … Life is much better anywhere but there.”

      Her words hit me right in the chest, collapsing my lungs.

      “Are you ever coming back?” I grasp the phone as if it’s my lifeline.

      She presses her lips together. Her gaze moves away from the phone. I stare at her gorgeous profile. That turned up little nose, her plump lips and the long curl of the lashes that frame her eyes. Abby’s olive skin is darker, and her long hair is fixed into tiny braids. She’s classically beautiful, has a confident grace as well as a giving heart that makes me want more than I can have.

      There’s a need inside me begging me to jump on the next plane and fly to her side because I fucking miss her. Every day, I fight my attraction toward her, but it’s getting so hard. She’s not only my confidant and my best friend, she’s becoming my whole reason to be. Yet, I know that nothing can ever happen between us. I’m not good at relationships. Fuck, I’ve never had a long lasting one. And I don’t plan on making a move on Abby when I know beforehand that I could lose her.

      If I lose her, I’d lose myself and my heart. I run a hand through my hair, trying to make sense of my thoughts and feelings for her. There’s no point in fighting them, but how do I set them aside and continue being just a friend?

      “There’s no point in discussing that,” she finally answers. “I have three years to decide what to do with my life.”

      “Two,” I protest.

      “Nope.” She shakes her head. “The classes I took for the past year won’t count toward my degree. Technically, I’m going to start my sophomore year.”

      Fuck, three more fucking years.

      I groan. “That’s it, I’m moving to Berkeley with you.”

      “Would you?” Her eyes narrow and her lips quirk a bit into a smile.

      “Maybe I’ll quit and open my own company. You’re close to Silicon Valley,” I remind her. “It might work.”

      “That’d be perfect,” she whispers. “I could see you every day.”
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      Abby Age Twenty-One

      This year, Mom decided to celebrate Abby’s birthday in Berkeley, at her apartment. I wasn’t a fan of her last-minute decision since I had other plans in mind to celebrate the occasion. They included bar hopping and not my parents. I love my mother, but some days she can be too overbearing.

      “We’re renting a house in Tahoe,” Mom announces while passing the bread to Abby.

      “You don’t have to do that,” Abby hands me the basket and gives me a please help me glance.

      Sorry, Abbs, this time I support this idea.

      “Mom, Abby can’t eat wheat products,” I remind her.

      “Sorry, dear,” she apologizes, handing her the bowl of salad instead.

      Last year, after coming back from Costa Rica she was sick for almost a month. She could barely eat solid food. The doctor diagnosed her with gluten intolerance. Mom tries her best to pay attention to Abby’s new diet, but sometimes she forgets about it.

      “You could use that money on something else,” Abby suggests.

      “We spend summers together—always,” Mom insists.

      It’s only been four summers, but I’m not going to argue with her. She’s set on keeping this as a tradition. Of course, Sterling isn’t part of it. Not if my father keeps criticizing his career. My little brother isn’t doing that bad for himself. He lived in France for a couple of years while doing an internship and just moved to London to work for a gallery. Dad thinks he’s just wasting his time and money traveling.

      “I’ll be working,” Abby prompts.

      “Yes, at a very nice lodge,” Dad who researched the place as soon as Abby announced her summer plans continues, “but if you want, you can work for me, dear.”

      “Maybe next time?” she looks down at her food while she pushes it around her plate.

      Abby isn’t ready to head back to Denver. Last December she came back to Colorado—to Aspen—for a couple of weeks. Every night, she woke me up in the middle of the night screaming for help. She told me that it was the first time in years that she’d had a nightmare. She made me swear I wouldn’t push her to come back home for the summer.

      For a change of scenery, last February I invited her to Tahoe. It’s close enough to Berkeley and Denver. Since then, we’ve been meeting there at least twice a month. We spent weekends skiing until mid-April when the season ended. Later, we’d go hiking or kayaking on the lake. During one of our visits, she saw that they were looking for seasonal employees for the summer. Abby found a new excuse to stay away from Denver.

      “Next year you’ll come back and work for me,” Dad decrees.

      Abby’s eyes open wide; I’m almost sure that she’s not breathing.

      “Dad, Abbs will come to work for us when she’s ready,” I say, taking a swig of my beer.

      But if she doesn’t, I have a plan. By next year, I’m going to quit working for him, and I’m opening my own company here, in California. Abby will work for me, and she won’t have to go back to Denver.

      “Darling,” Dad says, pulling an envelope out of his jacket. “You’ll come to work for me whenever you’re ready. In the meantime, here’s your birthday present.”

      Abby frowns, then looks at me. She adores my parents but would rather not receive all the expensive presents they like to gift her.

      “This … you can’t,” Abby gasps as she reads the letter inside the envelope. “You’re too generous with me.”

      “We love you like our own,” Dad says.

      “Like the daughter, we never had,” Mom reiterates.

      “Yes, but … these are too many zeros, and I don’t deserve your generosity.”

      “We know that you’ll use this money wisely.”

      Mom and Dad decided to open a trust fund. Unlike Sterling’s and mine, she can do pretty much whatever she wants with it. There’s no age requirement to withdraw the money, nor a limit of how much she can use during the year. According to Dad, Abby has a good head. He trusts her judgment and common sense.

      “You shouldn’t have, but thank you so much for this gift. I promise to make good use of it,” she says, folding the paper and putting it back into the envelope.  “I love you both, not because you shower me with gifts, but because you care so much for me. Because you love me too.”

      Abby’s eyes fill with tears. I rise from my seat and take her into my arms. “Don’t cry, sweet girl,” I whisper hugging her tight against me. Abby sniffs, I clear the tears rolling down her cheeks with my thumb.

      “I’m not sure where I’d be if it weren’t for your generosity and love.”

      “Everything we give you is with love,” Mom insists, crying just like Abby.

      I pull out the small velvet bag I’ve been carrying around. Carefully, I untie the knot and take out the rose quartz bracelet I bought for her in Boulder. It’s supposed to reduce anxiety and stress. The moment I saw it, I thought of her. She loves pink and she’s always counting objects to soothe herself.

      “Happy birthday, Abby girl.

      “It’s perfect, just like you.” She looks at the bracelet and then at me. Her warms eyes radiate happiness and love.

      “I love it, Wes. Thank you.”

      Those words hit me right in the middle of the chest. I want her to change the pronoun and say “you.” I love you, Wes. If I could, I’d kiss her senseless.

      Instead, I take a step backward confused with myself, my thoughts.

      What’s happening to me?

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      “I love your parents,” Abby says, opening the refrigerator, bending slightly to peer inside.

      My heart thumps fast as my eyes land on her ass. That skimpy skirt she wears rides up showing me part of her butt-cheek. Fuck, those long, tanned legs make my dick twitch.

      Down boy. She’s a friend. My best friend, who happens to be fucking beautiful.

      “Wait, I adore them,” she squeals straightening, a big smile on her face and a bottle of white Zinfandel.

      She throws a mischievous smile. “Would you like to share?”

      “I’m pretty sure Mom brought that for herself—not for the underage kid,” I tease her.

      Abby’s tiny and could barely pass as an eighteen-year-old. She’s almost a foot shorter than me, her long brown hair is usually set into loose braids. She holds a certain innocence that many have lost at her age. Yet, I know about the darkness she harbors inside her soul.

      Her brows furrow. “I’m twenty-one, thank you very much,” she says snidely.

      She looks at the wine bottle, then at me. Her brow rises. “Well then, what are you drinking, old man?”

      She taps her chin with her index finger pretending to think. “I have some warm milk, Grandpa.”

      “Brat,” I say shaking my head and taking the bottle from her to uncork it. “We’ll have to drive to the liquor store to restock Mom’s wine.”

      “It was really nice of them to rent a house for the summer,” she suddenly changes the subject.

      She scrunches her nose, scanning the kitchen.

      “But?” I invite her to share her thoughts.

      “You know there are plenty of buts.” She shrugs, chewing on her bottom lip.

      Abby doesn’t like when my parents spend money on her. She’s been part of our family for four years and hasn’t grasped the idea that my parents see her as their own. If they could, they’d adopt her.

      “This is too much,” she waves her hand in the general area.

      “You gave them no choice,” I say, opening the wine. “You decided to take a job in Tahoe for the summer.”

      I pour the wine and give her a stern look. “To avoid going back home.”

      “It’s not an excuse, Ahern. I need to learn how to be independent.” She grabs her glass taking a few sips.

      “When I saw the bulletin with this job, I had to apply.” Abby walks around the kitchen grabbing a couple of bowls. She fills one with strawberries and the other with the gummy bears I brought her. She loves all candy, but those are her favorite.

      “Kids Activities Coordinator at a lodge,” her voice carries a lot of excitement. “It sounded like so much fun.”

      You could be independent at home. I study her closely.

      “Why in the world would they rent a house because of me?”

      “That’s the way they are,” I say sweeping away the conversation.

      The truth is that renting a house out in Tahoe was my idea. A seed that I planted during dinner a weekend after Abby announced that she had found a summer job.

      “Where is she staying?” I asked Mom, even when I knew the answer.

      “The lodge?” She frowned, looking at Dad.

      “What if we decided to visit her and there aren’t any vacancies?” I instigated.

      “He’s right, Will. We have to find her a place where we can visit whenever we want,” she decreed.

      Mom warned Abby on her birthday. Later that week she found a house, came to set it up, and mailed Sterling and Abbs a set of keys.

      “This is a little too much, don’t you think?” she sighs walking toward the door to the backyard, carrying the snacks.

      The Ahern wealth makes Abby uncomfortable. I wasn’t born with it, but I was too young when I arrived at my parents’ doorstep to remember living without. After twenty-one years, I’m used to it. It became natural to live with luxuries that not many get to enjoy, like living in a big house with a swimming pool and an ice rink. Abby on the other hand describes everything as too much—and unnecessary.

      “I love it, but it’s too much. We could feed a small town with the money they spent on my car,” she confided when my parents gave her the keys to her Land Rover.

      Thankfully, she accepts their generosity with a wide smile. She might be uncomfortable when they gift her something, but she’s always grateful and polite.

      I grab the bottle of Zinfandel, my glass of wine, and follow right behind her.

      “At least admit that you love the house.” I say, sitting in the lounge chair, next to her.

      She turns slightly toward me and smiles. “What’s not to love? I have the best view in the world.”

      I’d have paid for this house with my own money just to see that face. It’s been four years since she came to us distraught and broken. I’ll never forget the first months at my house. She barely spoke, and she cried every night.

      “Keep your parties to a minimum,” I warn her with a grin.

      “Ahern, if I choose to have a party, you’ll never know,” she says openly. “How often are you planning to come by?”

      “Every weekend,” I inform her of my plans.

      If possible, I’d try to stay around for weeks at a time. I can work remotely and be with her. Every day is getting harder and harder to be away from her. I’ve been working on a few prototypes and developing some billing software. If everything works out the way I plan, I’ll be quitting Ahern Inc. soon and opening my own company—closer to her.
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      Abby Age Twenty-Two

      In the blink of an eye, I turned twenty-eight. Ten years ago, I promised myself that even though I was following my father’s advice, I’d be my own person. Two years ago, I wrote a business plan. A couple of months ago I was in San Jose searching for an office where I could start my own company. Today, I’m sitting in on a meeting where my father talks about his decision to take Ahern Inc. public.

      He plans on keeping 51% of the company, giving Sterling and me 25%, and hiring a board that will hold five percent. The rest will be sold to the public through the New York Stock Exchange. This is his new dream and the next step in solidifying his career as a businessman.

      “I want you to be the CFO,” he says with pride.

      “Dad,” I clear my throat. “Are you sure about this?”

      My heart beats slowly as I continue reading the documents he handed me when I walked into his office. He said he was going to retire, that he wanted to travel around the world with Mom. This isn’t a retirement plan. I was about to suggest to him that we should sell the company. Cash out while we’re on top of the game. Sterling and I don’t need the money, we’re set.

      In a few months, I’m moving to the Bay area. He’s going to need me, and I just can’t keep going.

      “Son, this is my dream.”

      He said that only six months ago when we bought a small telecommunications company down in Dallas. He absorbed all the technology, offered positions to a few of the employees and a severance package to the rest. I wasn’t happy with his strategy, but he said it made sense. We’ve never done something as drastic as that. His business practices are beginning to shift to a place where I don’t want to continue. And now he wants to go public.

      Does he understand what it means?

      “Of course,” he continues. “I’ve never been so sure about something in my entire life.”

      I exhale, looking at the numbers and reading the list of potential board members. Some of them are unknown to me, and the rest are old neighbors who’ve already retired.

      See Dad, this is what you should be doing, retiring.

      “What does Mom think about it?”

      “Well, I haven’t talked to her yet,” he says. “I need to discuss this with Sterling too. If he would stop playing with clay and start taking life seriously. This company will be yours.”

      “What does that mean?”

      “While he goes to college and starts to understand our world, I’ll continue as the CEO. Once he’s ready, you take over the company, and he’ll be the CFO.”

      I frown as I process what he just said.

      “Dad, Sterling lives in Italy,” I remind him. “His career is taking off. He isn’t coming back.”

      He chuckles. “That’s nonsense.” He waves his hand, disregarding what I just said. “Next week I’m assembling the board. You can’t say anything to your mother. At least, not until I’ve spoken with Sterling.”

      “What if I decide not to continue with the company?”

      “Weston.” He slams his hand on the desk. “Your life is this company. I’ve been working my entire life to leave this to you. Ahern Inc. is your legacy, and you will continue with it. Understood?”

      A knot the size of an orange is stuck in my throat. The air around me is so thick, I can’t breathe. This isn’t the place where I want to be, nor the future I want for myself. But how do I tell him that? This man has given me everything from the moment I arrived at his house. There’s no way I can turn my back on him.

      “Sir,” his secretary knocks a couple of times before opening. “You have a call on line three. Mr. Davalos says it’s urgent.”

      “I bet it’s about that company I want to buy down in Argentina,” Dad says with satisfaction.

      He’s about to close another deal. Leave a few thousand more workers without employment while he increases his net worth.

      “I have a plane to catch, Dad,” I check my watch.

      The jet is scheduled to leave in about an hour.

      “Where are you going?”

      “Away for the weekend. We’ll discuss this when I’m back.” I tap the papers but don’t take them with me.

      As soon as I’m in the car, I call Sterling giving him the news.

      “You have to quit,” he says.

      “It’s not that easy.”

      “Repeat after me: ‘Dad, I quit,’” he enunciates the last three words. “See how easy it is?”

      I grasp the wheel tightly, changing gears and lanes. Sterling does whatever he wants with his life, without thinking about others. Just like our father. If I don’t take on more responsibilities, Dad’s never going to retire. What’s going to happen with Mom? She wants to enjoy their life, their marriage. Every night when I visit them, she’s showing him new pictures of the places she wants to travel to with him.

      “Mom is coming over in a couple of weeks,” my brother announces. “I might tell her to leave his ass. I bet he’ll sell that hellhole once she stops taking shit from him.”

      “It’s not that simple.”

      “Do you think Abby is going to take that kind of shit from you?”

      “Abby and I aren’t together?”

      “Where are you going?” His annoying voice booms inside the car.

      “It’s none of your fucking business.”

      “Little Abby and I were just on the phone, talking about Mom’s trip. She’s in Tahoe,” he pauses, and I swear, I know the asshole is smirking. “She’s waiting for you—because it’s her birthday weekend.”

      “We’re not together. I’m just visiting her because I couldn’t last Monday.”

      “Yeah, what’s up with that?” His tone is serious. “You didn’t go to visit her on her birthday—because of work. That’s not a way to treat your girl.”

      “She’s not my girl,” I groan.

      I don’t explain to him why I skipped her birthday. I wanted to celebrate that day just with her. When Mom announced that they were visiting her I changed my plans. I don’t tell him any of that—it’ll solidify his theory. I’m not ready to discuss my relationship with Abby with him.

      “Not yet,” he corrects. “You’re in love with her, and one day you’ll make a move. The question is, what kind of relationship are you planning on having? The one where you can’t live without her or the one where you live for Dad and his fucking money?”

      I hit the wheel. The traffic isn’t moving. The Denver Tech Center is a fucking nightmare at noon, even worse than downtown. A fifteen-minute drive is taking an eternity. Longer than this call.

      “Live your life; believe in your future. I know you think I’m a selfish bastard for doing what I love, but I’m not,” he pauses. “You only have this life. It’s not a rehearsal, it’s happening as we speak. Mom always tells you that. You should listen to her, not to the man who doesn’t know how to live—or love.”

      I know that he’s right about living my own fucking life. As a matter of fact, I don’t want to be like Dad. Or have a relationship like the one my parents have. Mom says she’s happy, but my heart breaks every time her face falls because Dad puts work before her. I hate to admit it, but my little brother is right. If I continue on this path, no one is going to be happy—not even our father. At this point, I have no fucking idea how to please him. Nothing I do is enough, he always needs just a little more.

      “What are you going to tell Dad when he calls?” I retake the conversation. This is why I called him, not to talk about my life.

      “To go to hell,” he says with pride. “I don’t need his money, and I’ve never had his love.”

      “He loves you.”

      “Stop defending him, Wes. The guy only loves money.” He huffs. “Hey, I have to go but call me tomorrow. Abby and I have to shake some sense into you.”

      Sterling hangs up before I can tell him more. The call leaves me with a bitter taste. If I can’t change Dad’s mind, I’m going to be stuck doing something I hate. Leaving him isn’t an option. Mom deserves better. Maybe this is the last thing on his to-do list before retiring. If not, I can just take over the company for him. But the question is: will he trust me with it?

      Actually, I don’t care if he trusts me with it. I’d rather have his approval when I tell him that I want to start my own company than bother with his. What I really want is to be my own person.
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      I gasp and open my eyes when I hear the doorbell. Grabbing my phone and my glasses, I walk toward the entrance.

      “Who is it?”

      “Wes,” I hear his voice.

      “Wes?” I unlock the door and swing it open.

      His eyes are red, soulless, and his shoulders sagging.

      “What happened?”

      “Dad,” he whispers.

      “Are you still fighting?”

      I have no idea what happened between them. Two weeks ago, Wes and I met in Tahoe to celebrate my birthday. Something was bothering him, but he didn’t want to talk about it. At least not until he thought of a solution. Three days ago, he called telling me that he fought with Will. They weren’t talking. And now ...

      “He’s your dad,” I cup his handsome face with both hands. “No matter what you do, he’s never going to stop loving you.”

      “He’s dead,” he mumbles and breaks down crying.

      “No,” I sob, covering my mouth before I take him in my arms.

      “I need you,” he says, pressing me against him. “Tomorrow I’ll go back to deal with everything—today, let me lean on you.”

      “Come inside, Wes. Let me take care of you. We’ll get through this, I promise.”
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      Abby Age Twenty-Three

      Every day since I left, I’ve been fighting to stay away from Denver, but sometimes even the best intentions just aren’t enough.

      Each step I take from the moment I walked off the plane feels heavier than the last, as if my feet weighed a ton. When the train’s arrival to the main terminal is announced, I swear I feel like it might as well say you’ve arrived at your final destination—hell.

      As I come off the escalators toward the waiting area, my stomach tightens and nausea hits the back of my throat. My heart rate kicks up a notch. If I want to make it through the door, I’m going to need Wes and one of those tight, warm hugs only he knows how to give. Champagne gummy bears are a plus. I turn on my cellphone to text him. If he’s not here already, he can still run to the store to buy me some candy. I doubt he thought of the gummy bears. Though, a bottle of red wine or a pot brownie would also work to numb me during the drive.

      Wes: Sorry, Abbs. I can’t make it.

      I bite the inside of my cheek while sadness and anger mix in my blood. Where is Wes when I fucking need him? Angrily, my fingers move across the screen firing him a text.

      Abby: You made me come back to fucking Denver and you—

      But I stop myself and delete the words before I send it. It’s a weekday, and it’s only seven o’clock in the evening. Without a doubt, he’s at the office trying to take over a few more companies before dinner. That’s his life: work, more work, and during his spare time he adds in a few meetings. I thought this was a phase after Will died. But it’s been more than a year since his father’s death. It seems like this is his life.

      I sigh as I walk toward the people waiting with signs, flowers, and big smiles. My heart shrinks a little more. He didn’t have to bring me flowers, but it would have been nice to see him. I just needed a hug. Will I even get to see him today?  If I’m lucky maybe on the weekend.

      As I walk toward the baggage area, I find a tall man wearing a dark suit. He holds a sign with my name. Abigail Lyons.

      “Hi, that’s me,” I say, touching the sign.

      “I’m Aaron Green. Mr. Ahern’s driver,” he explains, taking my carry-on luggage.

      “Thank you for picking me up,” I say calmly, but beneath that calm lies a storm of fury and frustration.

      We walk to the baggage claim area. While we wait for the bags, I send a text to Wes.

      Abby: Thank you for the driver. I could’ve taken an Uber.

      Wes: You know how I feel about Uber. Your car arrives Friday. Until then, Aaron is available for you.

      Abby: Thank you, boss!

      It’s not about the driver, it’s about him. I needed him here, waiting for me with open arms when I arrived from the longest, hardest flight I’ve ever endured in my life. Wes knows this isn’t easy for me. I sigh. There’s no point in having this conversation with him. He won’t understand, and I’ll just get all worked up. I put away my phone before fetching my bags. Once we have the bags, Aaron takes them, and I follow him toward the parking lot. He loads the black Escalade, opening the door and watching me too closely. Someone should’ve told him that I hate it when people stare at me. He must be wondering who the hell I am.

      Weston’s flavor of the month, a long lost relative … I look nothing like an Ahern. I’m just the girl who crashed with them for about a year before I went away to college. Plain-old Abigail Lyons. There’s nothing special about me, but everyone’s speculated about my identity ever since I came to live with the Aherns.

      As the car pulls away from the airport’s parking lot, my lungs begin to constrict. I close my eyes for several minutes, concentrating on my breathing. In and out, in and out. I miss Berkeley. There’s something about the California air that numbs my memories and keeps me sane. When I lived there, I felt lighter.

      Free.

      The Colorado heat doesn’t seem to agree with me. I should’ve come last May while it was still cool. As the minutes pass, I feel as if the ghosts of my past are chasing me. If I let them, they’ll trap me again and hold me hostage. Perhaps this time I won’t escape. If only I had listened to my instincts and searched for a job in San Francisco. Instead, I’m back in hell. The place where the memories become vivid and the monsters can easily find me.

      I open my eyes as we drive west, toward the mountains. My grandmother used to say that the snowcapped peaks guarded us from bad spirits. I wish she were alive, so I could explain to her that not everyone is good, and evil lurks at every turn. The scenery is beautiful, peaceful. For the past five years the ocean breeze washed away my sorrows when the weight became too much.

      Forget about them, Abigail. You’re not that kid anymore.

      I watch the late summer sun setting. As the darkness traps the city, my chest heaves. The pain and fear squeeze my lungs tightly. I breathe and tug on my bracelet, counting the crystals as many times as possible. Why did I come back?

      Because of him. Weston Ahern. The man who took me in along with his parents a few years ago, and not only offered me shelter, but a beautiful friendship as well. He’s kept me sane and safe since the moment we met almost six years ago. Wes is the one person I can trust. When I was about to graduate from college, he said it was up to me what I wanted to do. My options were limitless. The world was my playground.

      “But I’d love to have you back home to Colorado,” he said.

      I couldn’t disappoint him and jeopardize our friendship. After all these years, I wouldn’t be able to function without having him by my side. I just don’t know if I’ll be able to stay sane living in Denver. Although we know each other so well, he still doesn’t know anything about my past. It’s ridiculous that after so many years, I haven’t said a word. It’s too scary and complicated to share.

      That’s exactly why I don’t ask about his origins. I’m fine to only know my Wes. He’s gentle, understanding, a little volatile, and uncommunicative with everyone—but me. We get each other. That’s what best friends are for. Who knew that despite our age difference we would become so indispensable in each other’s lives.

      As the driver gets off I-25, I begin to pay attention to the road. Wes likes to take care of everything, which includes where I stay when we go on vacation. Moving back wasn’t any different. He promised to take care of all the details. When we turn west on Belleview, I wonder if we’re going to his parent’s old house. But Aaron makes an immediate left on Quebec Street instead.

      We stop right in front of a high-rise next to a small shopping center. The tall building next to the small strip of shops looks familiar. I recall Landmark, the place where I came often with Wes to watch a movie or to grab a bite. I take my purse from the floor, setting my sunglasses back in their case. Then, after I unbuckle my seatbelt and slide to the other side of the car, Wes is the one who opens the passenger door and offers me his hand to help me out.

      “Abby,” he greets me with that handsome smirk I adore.

      “Wes,” I respond walking into his open arms. I breathe in his warm, earthy aroma. “I didn’t think I’d see you today?”

      “Sorry for not meeting you at the airport. I had an emergency at the office,” he explains giving me a tight hug.

      He lifts me off the ground and twirls me around.

      “You’re actually here. I can’t believe it.”

      “I promised to move back, didn’t I?”

      I link my arms around his waist and stare at those midnight blue eyes. It’s like looking into the deep ocean at night. They are warm, inviting, and mystical. Once my feet settle on the ground I glance over and admire his chiseled jaw covered with a dusting of facial hair. My eyes roam down his body. The black shirt he wears pulls nicely around the hard lines of his broad chest and hugs his flat stomach.

      Despite the fear numbing my body, I can’t help but feel the magnetic attraction. A strong pull that is like an invisible thread tugging my heart towards his.

      “You were unsure,” he taps my nose lightly.

      Wes turns to the driver who is unloading my bags from the trunk. “Thank you, Aaron. I’ll take it from here.”

      “Are you sure, sir?”

      “Yes, go back to your family, and thanks again for bringing her home safe.”

      “Your things arrived earlier today,” he says, grabbing my bags. “I made sure that the movers set up the boxes according to your labels.”

      “The perks of this new job never cease to amaze me,” I comment as we walk toward the big black, glass door. “You not only moved my things, but you made sure they’re in the right place. What else do you have in store for me?”

      He hands me a black plastic card.

      “Credit card?” I stare at the unmarked object in my hand. “You already gave me one of those.”

      “Which you never used.” He furrows his brow. “But actually, that’s the keycard to enter all access points.”

      He swipes a similar card in front of the black box next to the door, which then buzzes and clicks. Wes pulls it open.

      “After you, my lady.” He winks at me.

      My jaw drops at the opulent foyer. Marble floors, expensive paintings, and a cherry wood desk receive me. Wes explains to me that there are concierge services from six in the morning until seven at night. The elevator opens when he taps the up arrow. We step inside. He swipes the card in front of the small metal box under the keyboard and then presses PH2.

      “How am I not surprised that you live in the penthouse?”

      “You toured this place with me a couple of years ago.”

      I frown for a second, and then I remember he FacedTimed me while shopping for a new place. “That was almost five years ago,” I point out. “I always thought it was downtown.”

      “Everyone loved this place, you and Mom the most.”

      At the mention of his mom, I regret not calling her since graduation day, a month ago.

      “How’s Linda doing?”

      “Dealing,” he answers.

      I feel a pang in my chest when he says that. Wes’ father died a little more than a year ago, leaving the company in his hands. Linda couldn’t function for the first few months. Later, she decided to move to Arizona with her sister. Wes and Sterling fought her, but I supported her because I understood her reasoning.

      “Why do you say it like that?”

      “I feel like she’s lost touch with reality. She’s organizing a trip to Italy with her friends—she’s paying for everyone.” He shrugs.

      “If that’s what makes her happy.”

      “Hopefully, after that, she’ll decide to come back home.”

      “You’re still hoping?” I squeeze his arm lightly.

      “Faith and hope are all we have,” he mumbles, repeating a saying that Linda uses often.

      The death of his father hit him harder than he wanted to admit to everyone around him. He adored him. Well, he was really close to both of his parents. Wes visited them at least twice a week and saw William daily at work. The day that Will died of a heart attack, Wes caught a flight to come see me, leaving everything else behind. He couldn’t deal with the loss.

      “I need one day,” he said when I opened the door of my apartment. “Tomorrow I’ll go back and be strong enough for Mom and Sterling.”

      Sterling only came for the funeral and went away to Italy for a while. It was up to Wes to take care of everything.

      “It doesn’t matter where she lives. She loves you,” I remind him.

      “You’re right, and I should be happy because you’re back.”

      When we arrive on his floor, I stare at the two doors across from each other.

      “I’m surprised.” I touch my sternum. “You don’t own the entire floor, Mr. Ahern?”

      His wealth knows no end, at least that’s how the business magazines like to word it. There are always limits to one’s assets, but I guess journalists these days just like to spit words carelessly. Every time I see one of those articles, I send it to him with my commentary. Sometimes it seems like the entire world is watching him closely. With a few clicks, anyone can find out who he’s dating, his latest deals, what he’s acquired or sold since his father died. Every step he takes is critical because he’s William Ahern’s son.

      “Actually, I own both units, Miss Sarcasm,” he responds, marching toward the door on the left.

      Wes hands me a key. “This one is your apartment.”

      “What do you mean?” I take a step back and open my mouth.

      He did it again. I can’t believe he’s just setting me up in a penthouse. There’s this nice, beautiful studio apartment down on DTC Boulevard that I can afford, I want to tell him but shut my mouth. He always wins those arguments.

      “If you read your contract, the job came with housing,” he points out. “This is your place.”

      Like me, Wes didn’t have much when he arrived at the Ahern’s house. The difference between us is that he learned to live with luxury, whereas I can’t handle it—not even after all this time. Like him, I learned to work hard and to give as much as I receive. He loves to give. He gives me everything he can to make me feel safe, comfortable … some days I feel like I’m mooching.

      “I know what you’re going to say,” he tells me.

      “Do you?” I cross my arms, arching an eyebrow.

      “That this is too much, that you could afford your own place. You’ll then remind me Dad paid for college and your room and board already.”

      “Expensive room and board,” I remind him. “I could’ve lived in the dorms.”

      “Really?” He stares at me.

      I drop my gaze, exhaling harshly.

      My sleeping habits are different from others’. I need to have my window closed tightly. I prefer it if the windows in my bedroom are sealed. I set several nightlights in my room, and I play music all night long. If I had stayed in the dorms, I would’ve been reported and probably kicked out after a few incidents. Or my eyes would’ve remained open until I graduated.

      “I had the electrician install a chandelier in your room,” he adds.

      “I shouldn’t need it,” I protest like a little child who thinks she’s tall enough to ride Space Mountain but who’s nearly two inches shy of the height requirement.

      “Therapy,” he throws one of his favorite words around.

      I open my mouth, close it, and shake my head. He exhales harshly, taking a set of keys out of his pocket and opening the door.

      “You have a copy of the key to my place?” I ask with annoyance.

      “I’m your landlord,” he reminds me. “And I have more than one copy since you misplace your keys often.”

      “Ugh.” I walk around the apartment, ignoring his remark.

      The walls are bare. Some of my boxes are in the middle of what I believe is the living room. The open kitchen faces the entrance. To my left, the view is dark, but I imagine that’s the west side of town. I bet that during the day the view of the mountains becomes part of the house décor.

      “We bought you a temporary bed. We can buy the rest tomorrow,” he rolls over the bags toward the staircase.

      “Thank you. You shouldn’t have.”

      I follow behind him. The upstairs floor is smaller than the first story. There’s a bedroom with a large enough closet and bathroom. The place is big, but not as big as I’d imagined a penthouse.

      This scene reminds me of the day I first met him, yet we’re two totally different people. He’s so much older. Wes isn’t the twenty-three-year-old kid who just graduated from Stanford and was trying to make a mark at his father’s office. Now, he’s almost thirty and in charge of the whole company.

      Life doesn’t stop; it never stops.

      Linda says that all the time. If you wait until you’re ready for life, you will miss it. No one is ready for what’s to come. That’s why you must learn how to live and be strong enough to face anything that’s thrown your way.

      The truth is that I’ve never been very strong. All these years I hid from my past, pushed it away, and tried to survive. Now, I’m back, and I’m not sure if I’m ready to live it truthfully.
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      After I saw my new bathroom, I kicked Wes out of my apartment. I desperately needed a shower to wash away the anxiety and the smell of the plane. Once I was done unpacking my bags and freshening up, I walked to Wes’ apartment. He invited me for dinner before he left.

      “Nice digs,” I say when he opens the door. “Do I get a key to your house?”

      “Are you going to lose it?”

      “Never mind, Ahern,” I groan inspecting his place.

      Even though we live on the same floor, his apartment is very different from mine. The living room and dining room walls are nearly all glass with a view of the city lights. The second story seems to have more rooms than my apartment does. When my gaze turns to the left, I immediately fall in love with the kitchen. It’s not only huge, but it has a double oven and a big refrigerator to match.

      Storage space matters to me. Places to store food are essential. Some people like to collect stamps, spoons, plates, or books. I hoard food. Food soothes me—it keeps my anxiety at bay. Like counting objects does. If everything fails, I pull on the rubber band I wear on my left wrist. But having food around, holding a snack, assures me that I won’t go hungry, and storing enough of it so that I won’t starve no matter what happens, is my obsession.

      Not Wes’ though, he doesn’t have a disaster plan like I do.

      “This seems like a little too much for you, my friend. Or are you cooking now?” I scrunch my face, wondering if it’s a new hobby of his.

      He usually has someone who will cook for him, or if that’s not an option, he has a big batch of takeout menus at the ready—at least he did in his old apartment.

      “I dabble a bit,” he says with a light shrug. “The appliances came with the kitchen, and I didn’t want to remodel.”

      He links our fingers together and pulls me to the kitchen island where a few Chinese cartons wait.

      “Chinese food?” I read the labels. He ordered my favorite—Hunan chicken. Wes snags the beef with oyster sauce and mushrooms for himself.

      “We can share the combination fried rice,” he offers walking to his refrigerator.

      “Wine?” He pulls out a bottle of chardonnay.

      “No, thank you. I’d rather just drink water.”

      He nods, putting the wine back in the fridge and taking out a beer. He sets it on the counter, grabs a glass, and fills it with water.

      “I miss this,” he says taking a bite of meat. “Sharing a meal with you. It’s been a long month.”

      “You could’ve come to visit more often,” I shrug casually.

      “Things at the company are getting tough. As much as I wanted to take a few days off, I just couldn’t.” He puts his hand on top of mine. “Thank you for coming back. I know it’s hard for you.”

      I’d take the hardship as long as I know that my presence makes a difference. Life is better for us when we’re together and we hide inside our little bubble.

      For him, it’s about being away from work, the press, and everyone who wants a piece of Weston Ahern—or his money. For me … the bubble means tranquility, safety.

      “You haven’t mentioned anything specific. How are things at Ahern Inc.?” I dare to ask.

      Our recent conversations have been too short to discuss the business. We only talked about my move and what I would be doing once I was here.

      “The board wants Sterling as the CEO, not me.” His jaw clenches.

      “Your dad wants you in charge of the company,” I remind him.

      “He wanted me,” he corrects me harshly.

      I squeeze my eyes shut briefly, regretting my words. I still talk about Will as if he were among us. Some days I wish that he was still alive. The last time I saw him was on my twenty-second birthday. I spent a week with Will and Linda, letting them spoil me rotten. We made plans for the summer. This time he swore he’d take the three months off just for me. I swallow the tears and the pain. He wasn’t my dad, but he was the closest father figure I had.

      “But he died,” he sighs, stabbing his food with the chopsticks. “And Sterling doesn’t give a shit about the company.”

      Sterling only gives a shit about a few things—his family and his art.

      “He can sculpt for the rest of his life. That’s what he loves,” Wes says, gulping his beer. “The board doesn’t give a fucking shit though. They want the ‘real’ Ahern to take Dad’s place in the company.”

      “You’re an Ahern,” I assure him.

      “Mom and Dad never made me feel like I didn’t belong. These assholes though … they never miss a chance to remind me that I’m adopted.”

      I rise from my seat and kiss his cheek. “You’re their son. Never forget that.” I sip some of his beer and steal a piece of beef.

      “You’re done?” He rolls his eyes when he sees my carton empty and the fried rice too. “Some days I wonder where you put all that food.”

      I look behind my back and stare at my big round ass. “I’ll go out for a run later to keep it off my hips,” I shrug.

      “Here, to make up for all the calories that you plan to burn.” He hands over a fortune cookie. I unwrap it, crack it in half and moan. “Ugh.”

      I show the hollow cookie to Wes. “They forgot to put in a fortune,” I complain. “What happened to the joy of opening these things? It’s gone.” I shove a piece of cookie in my mouth.

      “They’re lies anyway.” Wes, who doesn’t believe in fortunes, narrows his gaze at me.

      He’s a pragmatic man. Wes doesn’t believe in fortune cookies, wishing wells, or wishbones. I might not believe that they work, but at least I have a little fun dropping a coin into a fountain or fighting with Sterling over who gets the wishbone on Thanksgiving Day.

      “Yes, but it’s good for the heart to read something like, happiness is around the corner. Or… you’re about to find the love of your life.”

      Wes’ body shakes with laughter and his cheeks turn red. I arch an eyebrow, giving him an inquisitive look. He hands me his fortune.

      Enjoy your cookie.

      “That’s it?” Frustrated, I dump the paper into the recycling bin, and I begin picking up the trash.

      “When did fortune cookies lose their wisdom?” I huff. “Stop laughing, Weston!”

      He can’t control it, but he envelops me in a hug.

      Wes rests his chin on top of my head. “I missed you, Abby girl.” His voice carries sadness. “If you’re overwhelmed or having nightmares, you have to let me know.”

      “I’ll be fine,” I tell him, hugging him around the waist.

      I don’t know if I’m reassuring him or myself. Wes has always made life better and simpler when he’s around. From the moment we met, I knew that in some ways, we were the same. He’s protective of me. From day one, he reassured me that everything would be fine, and that nothing would happen to me.

      “How are you?” he asks.

      Wes puts his thumbs on the inside of the upper part of my arms and wraps his fingers around my bicep, just above the elbow. His blue eyes stare at me for a few beats. There’s a storm brewing inside them. They haven’t been calm in a long time. I love getting lost in his eyes. His eyes are the perfect place where I like to stare until I forget myself and my past that feels so much more real to me in this state.

      Maybe that’s why I love being by the ocean at night. The midnight blue horizon, the sound of the waves and the breeze keep the bad dreams at bay. Just like Wes used to do when I first arrived at his house. He’d sit on the couch, watching me as I counted the crystals of the chandelier that was above my bed, until sleep finally took over. Knowing he was close helped me sleep. Once I left Denver, it became so much easier to breathe, to sleep—to believe that I was finally free.

      “Tired,” I say.

      “Do you want to stay with me tonight?”

      I close my eyes, taking a deep breath. It’d be easy to accept his offer. But it’s time I grow up and get my act together. Staying away wasn’t an option. If I must be here, I should face my demons head on.

      “No, I’ll be fine,” I lie, opening my eyes.

      He tilts his head from side to side, studying me. Wes wants to know if I’m being honest with him. I remain completely neutral, hoping that I’m still relaxed enough to convince him.

      “Abby, it’s me. You don’t have to put on a brave face for me. Why would you want to fake how you’re feeling around me?”

      “I’ve never faked my feelings around you—or faked them at all for that matter.” I chuckle. “Though I’m glad you accept that I’m never going to be normal.”

      “Abby, what’s going on?”

      Other than I feel like I’m losing my shit? Nothing, Wes, thank you for asking.

      Would he understand what’s happening to me? Everything I built and who I became over the past five years is suddenly disappearing. I think I forgot to pack my strength while I was packing all my other belongings. My courage was left at the airport security line. Little, scared Abby is back. The girl who felt awkward and out of place while growing up is taking over my body. The tone of normalcy I lived with over the past years vanishes as the minutes pass.

      It’s not like I expected my life to be normal. Just different from that girl who couldn’t run away, defend herself, or protect those around her. Only a few hours ago I was content with my life. Now … I touch my wrist, find my bracelet, and count the quartz.

      “I’m twenty-three and I should know by now that there aren’t any monsters inside the closet or under the bed.”

      “You’re not afraid of those kind of monsters,” he says with conviction. “Those nightmares are the product of something else.”

      “That’s not up for discussion.” I glare at him.

      “I wish I knew what happened to you. Maybe then I could fix it for you.”

      “You want to fix me, buddy?” I frown, crossing my arms and walking toward the front door.

      Weston Ahern has a savior complex. He loves to help people. No matter the day or time, anyone who needs him gets his attention. It’s not like he’s a misogynistic man who tries to solve women’s problems. This guy self-designated himself as the savior of his family and became indispensable to them. If he can solve their problems, they will love him. That’s why he still works for Ahern Inc.

      The day I arrived broken at his doorstep six years ago, I became his to save. I love that he wants to take away the pain, but he has no idea just how broken I am. Would he even talk to me if I ever were to tell him about my past? Doubtful. I’d rather have him think that the reason I have nightmares is because I witnessed my sister’s death. He doesn’t even know that the girl was my stepsister. I just don’t talk about it.

      “You know I didn’t mean it like that,” he says frustrated. “It’s been years since the incident,” he continues. “Since the day I met you, I’ve cared about you. We connected. But that secret you guard feels like a barrier between us.”

      “You have secrets too,” I remind him.

      “They’re different because I worked through them already. You … look, I just want to know what happened and … there has to be a way to make things better.”

      My lungs constrict. My chest tightens at the mere thought of letting everyone know what happened that night. The local news covered what the police released, what they could see. That’s all anyone will ever know.

      “There’s nothing to fix. This is who I am. You can take it or leave it. Thank you for your hospitality, Ahern.” I open the door, glance his way one last time, and leave his apartment.

      My secret is safe with me. I’ll be safe as long as I don’t breathe a word.
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      Dealing with Abby’s past is as complicated as dancing on a tight rope. One wrong move and I’m falling over the precipice. Visiting the past is jarring for many. I get it. It wasn’t easy for me when I had to confront it, or when I learned how to behave like a normal kid. It was hard to understand that adults are meant to protect children, not use them. That starving them isn’t normal, and that my parents were supposed to love me.

      I can’t imagine where I’d be if the Aherns hadn’t pushed me to deal with everything I suffered through.

      It’s been years. Six long years since Abby came to me. Well, to my parents. I know there’s more to her sister’s death than she’s telling me. My gut tells me that there’s much more to the story than what circulated around the news. If I could just make Abby see that burying the pain won’t help her heal. But I’m afraid that if I force her to open up, she’s going to run away, and I couldn’t tolerate her absence.

      I finish cleaning up the kitchen, then go to my bedroom to change. A pair of running shorts and a t-shirt will do. I grab my sleeping bag and turn off the light before locking the apartment. Instead of using my key, I knock on her door.

      “Hey,” Abby greets me when she opens it.

      “Look, I was out of line,” I start my explanation.

      “No, you weren’t. I just want you to understand that nothing you say will change my mind. Because there’s nothing I can do that will make it go away.”

      “So, you agree,” I say. “It’s still there, and you need … someone to be with you.” I show her my sleeping bag.

      “That doesn’t mean I should be using all these ridiculous crutches to avoid the nightmares.”

      “They work,” I say with a shrug. “For now, at least for tonight, take it. Take me.”

      The words come out innocently, but I wish I could say them with a deeper meaning. Take me as a man, Abby. Be with me for the night. Forever.

      I can’t remember when my feelings for her changed. One day she was my little friend, Abby, and the next she became the woman of my dreams. I want her to get better for her, but also for me. Whatever is going on with her emotionally doesn’t allow her to see us as more than friends. I haven’t been direct about the way I feel for her, but she avoids any conversation that would lead to me confessing my love for her.

      “Wes,” she whispers my name.

      “Abby. Abby girl,” I repeat her name, gently taking her hand.

      She stares at our linked fingers for a few seconds. My heart beats faster, and I’m hoping she’ll say something meaningful. Give me a sign that she cares for me more than as a friend.

      Instead, she scratches her ear, staring at my sleeping bag. Taking a step back, she opens the door widely letting me inside.

      “Would you still accept me if you knew what happened to me?” she mumbles chewing her bottom lip.

      “We’ve always accepted each other, haven’t we?”

      “Sometimes you make it sound like if I don’t change—”

      “Every time I bring up therapy, it isn’t for my sake, but yours.” For the most part. “I hate to see you in pain.”

      She presses her lips together, staring at the floor without saying a word. This quiet, scared Abby reminds me so much of the girl who trembled in the foyer of my parents’ house that first day. She was skinny and wore rags. Her warm, brown eyes were too big for her boney face.

      “You can’t save everyone, Ahern,” she says walking to the kitchen checking the cupboards and the refrigerator.

      I should’ve bought some food, knowing she likes to have enough to last her at least two weeks. Mom said I was the same when I first arrived. Always making sure I had enough food for the next day, that the cereal was fully stocked, and we had enough milk for me to drink. She explained that it’s a coping mechanism that children and teenagers who have been starved use once they have access to food.

      “There’s food across the hallway.”

      She turns around looking over my shoulder and smiling slightly. “Sorry, some things never change.”

      “I assume your parents were in financial trouble.”

      Abby shakes her head.

      “If I didn’t behave, I wasn’t allowed to eat.” She closes her eyes. “Mom’s rules. After she died, my stepfather made sure to enforce them.”

      “Wait, your mother died before your sister?

      This is a new development. The way the social worker worded it was that she had lost her whole family and the only person left was her stepfather—who didn’t want to take care of her.

      “I need to shower,” she breathes harshly touching her scalp.

      Abby doesn’t wait. She’s avoiding my questions. I want to remind her that her hair is still slightly damp from her previous shower, but I know her well, better than anyone. She needs to cleanse herself of whatever is on her mind. Also, when she’s anxious she can spend a long time under the water—shower or rain—counting the drops that fall into her right hand. She didn’t say much, but I already know a lot more today than I did yesterday. Who lets a child starve because of their behavior? What kind of people raised her? And what did she do that was so wrong her stepfather let her go hungry?

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      Some nights I wonder if this relationship is healthy? I sit on the floor, watching Abby sleep, guarding her dreams. This isn’t the first time, and it won’t be the last. I pray that one day she won’t need to count crystals, or make sure there’s enough food, or lock her doors and windows so she can fall asleep.

      I remember the first night she spent at my parents’.

      
        
        — —

      

      

      Abby Age Seventeen

      “She doesn’t talk,” Mom told Dad before we headed to the dining room for dinner.

      “They never said she was non-verbal, but if we have to, we can learn sign language,” Dad reassured her. “You’re always great with all of our foster kids, you’ll be fine.”

      “Abigail can talk,” I told them. I wasn’t sure if by telling my parents that I was breaking her trust, but I figured they should know before they hired tutors or other unnecessary employees.

      “She chooses not to. I think she’s scared,” I said as we approached the staircase.

      Mom stopped at the top of the stairs and turned toward Abby’s room. “Do you think she’s coming downstairs for dinner?”

      She didn’t wait for my answer and walked over to Abby’s door.

      Dad shook his head. “We’re too old for this.”

      They were too old, but they were also one of the best couples in the foster care system. About twenty-five kids had stayed in the house since Mom decided to open her heart and her doors to kids like Abigail and myself. I was one of the lucky ones who got to stay with them forever.

      Before I could say anything to Dad about his age or reassure them that they were the best parents a foster kid could have, I spotted Mom approaching us.

      “Abigail likes cereal and popcorn,” she said quietly. “Could you please go to the pantry and make sure that we have enough. We’re changing the menu for tonight.”

      Dad sighed and looked at me.

      “She told you that’s what she likes?” I frowned.

      “She only nodded when I said cereal and popcorn.” Mom twisted her mouth. “She scrunched her nose at the mention of peanut butter.”

      “We should feed her something else, Linda,” Dad proposed.

      “Hmm …” She tapped her chin. “Maybe we can give her a little of everything. We can order Chinese, Thai, Mexican, Greek, Italian … what else?”

      “Sushi?” I suggested. “Why don’t you order it, get directions of the places that don’t deliver, and I’ll go and pick up the food?”

      “That sounds like a great idea,” she said excitedly.

      “Where is she?” Dad peered around us.

      “Taking a shower. We have time.”

      When I came back with the food, Abigail was eating a bowl of cereal. Mom and Dad helped me open the bags and cartons. As soon as she was done with her food, she continued with what I brought. She was hungry. Mom and Dad tried to ignore the amount of food she devoured, but I couldn’t help but watch her in amazement. When she was finished, she smiled at Mom and mouthed “Thank you.”

      That night, after everyone went to sleep, I stayed in the studio to finish a few proposals for Dad. But I ran upstairs as fast as I could the moment I heard her scream.

      “No, please don’t,” she begged.

      Mom and Dad were already there when I reached her room.

      “It’s okay, sweetie, no one is going to hurt you,” Mom assured her, holding Abby in her arms.

      The girl flung her arms and legs, begging, yelling, and crying. When Dad spoke, her shrill cries became painful to my ears.

      “Leave, Will,” Mom ordered him. “Actually, bring me some warm milk.”

      “Abby, sweetie, you’re safe,” Mom repeated several times as she caressed her arm.

      Finally, the cries became sobs, and Abigail opened her eyes.

      “You woke us up,” Mom said calmly.

      Terrified, Abigail jumped out of the bed and fled to the corner of the room. She reminded me of a little mouse trapped among feral cats ready to shred her.

      “I don’t want to leave,” she cried again. “I’m sorry. Give me another chance.”

      “You’ll stay with us for as long as you want,” Mom said quietly. “We just want to help you.”

      “You can’t. Nobody can help me. They’ll find me.” She hugged herself.

      “The guy who killed your sister is dead, sweetie. You’re safe.”

      Abigail closed her eyes, sliding down the wall against her back and hugging her legs.

      I crawled to where she sat and whispered. “No one can get in this house. It’s secured. But if they try, I’ll be here, protecting you.”

      “He’ll find me,” she mumbled.

      I rose from the floor and pulled her up with me.

      “What if I stay on the couch to guard you?” I offered. “At least for tonight.”

      “Wes?” Mom questioned me.

      “It’ll be fine, Mom. Let me help you.”

      “Thank you, darling. You’re the best son a mother could ask for.”

      “Don’t let Sterling hear you or he’ll give you hell,” I warned her. My little brother was jealous of everyone, even the pets.

      I kept the lights on while Abigail tried to fall asleep. Her eyes remained wide open and she stared at the chandelier. I took her hand and began to count the crystal drops out loud. After twenty-five she joined me. By the time we hit eighty-nine, her eyes were heavy. By one-hundred-and-thirty-four, she was fast asleep. Over several months, that became our nightly routine, and Abby became my companion. She helped me look for my first apartment, but I didn’t move out of my parents’ house until Abigail left for Berkeley.
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      The bedsprings squeak. She screams. I shrink under my bed. He’s here. Now I’m sitting in the corner of the room, he’s running the cold metal along my jaw. I close my eyes, but I hear his intoxicated laughter, her screams pleading for it to end. His gaze finds mine—his smile mocking.

      Boom!

      The sound of the gunshot rings in my ears and the smell of gunpowder suffocates me.

      “Abby girl, you’re okay. You’re safe.” Wes’ voice pulls me away from my old house and back to reality.

      When I wake up, my cheeks are damp. The room’s lit with the soft glow from the night-light next to the door. Wes is right beside me. His blue eyes are filled with worry, and his fingers tap my arm lightly with the same tempo he’s used since my second or third night at his parents’ house. One. Two. Three. Four. Pause. One. Two …

      I breathe deeply, trying to catch my breath, and order myself to stop crying.

      “Where are you?” He asks the same question he’s asked since my second nightmare.

      With you. I open my mouth to respond, but I can’t find my voice. I freeze, my hands clutching the sheets.

      “Abby,” he repeats my name louder. “Come back to me.”

      His blue eyes filled with tenderness call out to my soul, soothing it. He’s so close to me that I could reach out and run my fingers along his rough jaw.

      If I could talk, I’d beg him to hold me in his arms—to promise me that my nightmares are only bad dreams and not memories. To make me believe that I’m safe. That nothing will happen to me. I turn my head away and look out the window. It’s too open—unsafe. We’re so high, there’s no way he can climb and break in without being noticed.

      “Where are you?” Wes asks, caressing my cheek with the back of his finger.

      “I’m home, with you.” I finally find my voice, and with conviction, say the exact words he needs to hear.

      The brave woman responded exactly how she should after a stupid nightmare. But the girl inside me still shakes in fear. Nothing has changed. I’m the same trembling girl afraid of the monsters that live in her house. The ghosts are back. It’s because I can feel him, near me. He can find me and …

      Please, never let me go, I want to beg Wes. Stay with me, forever.

      That’s too much to ask from one man, a man who has already put his life on pause for a long time because of everyone else. His dad, mom, brother—me. I can’t believe he doesn’t mind sleeping on the floor next to my bed or on the couch after all these years.

      As I’m about to get out of bed to take a shower, he hands me two granola bars.

      “You were ready.” I smile.

      When I first started living with the Aherns, I had a strange ritual. Before going to bed, I made sure to have plenty of food at home. Then, I’d hide two snacks under my pillow. I don’t hide them anymore, but I do make sure to have plenty of food inside my nightstand. My disorder is so much different from any other. My food insecurity pushes me to store food everywhere.

      After a nightmare, I would get upset. Emotionally agitated is how Linda described it. I’ve finally stopped eating large quantities of food in one sitting—but I eat more than many people. That’s the one thing I can control, what I eat—and when I eat. The second is how much I exercise my body—until I’m exhausted.

      “I was prepared but hoping I wouldn’t have to use them.”

      This hasn’t happened in so long.

      Since I moved away from Denver, I’ve been so much better. Instead of coming home for the holidays, I’d meet with the Aherns somewhere else in the world. We’d go to Vancouver, Switzerland, Australia … there was always a place where we could travel to and celebrate Thanksgiving, Christmas, or spend summer vacation without having to come back to Denver.

      Linda was the one who realized that I was doing a lot better once I left the hellhole where I was born. A fact Wes didn’t want to acknowledge even when I spelled it out clearly for him. Now, I’m here, back at the gates of the underworld. A part of me knows that I’m not that kid anymore, but another part, the one filled with fear, can’t seem to grasp that I’m free.

      Am I free?

      “I should’ve left the light on,” I excuse my lapse.

      There must be a way to stop them. I was able to let it go for five years. Why would I let the memories take over my life now?

      Why would I let them threaten my present and my future?

      Because here, he’s closer. If he sees me again, he might drag me back to that house.

      “Didn’t I suggest that before we fell asleep?” Wes says closing his eyes. “You didn’t want to count either.”

      I did it—in my head. It was embarrassing enough to hold on to the teddy bear that Will brought me the day after my first night with them. I’m twenty-three and still hugging a bear like a toddler and needing the lights on to keep the monsters away.

      As I unwrap my granola bar, I shrug. “It’s been almost a year since I slept with the lights on; I only use my nightlights.”

      Will gifted me a set of nightlights for my twenty-second birthday. They’re shaped like princess crowns. He always said that I was their princess. Like his son, he worked hard to make sure I felt safe. He was an amazing man and father figure.

      “Tomorrow we’ll make sure they’re on.” Wes climbs on my bed and takes my free hand, counting my fingers from one to five several times.

      “Why are you so good to me, Wes Ahern?”

      “Just because …” he shrugs and kisses my hand.

      Sometimes, I wish things between us were different. There are nights when I pretend I’m someone else and that we’re together. I close my eyes, and for a brief moment, I imagine his arms around me—his lips on my mouth kissing me senseless until I forget every bad thing that’s happened to me.

      Some days I wonder what it would be like to kiss him, to be touched with the tenderness that I imagine he’s capable of.

      He wouldn’t hurt me.

      He’d love me.

      Wouldn’t he?

      But how could that be when he’s so perfect, and I’m … me.

      “You should go home,” I say getting out of the bed, trying to keep my distance from him. “Get some sleep.”

      “That’s it? You’re going to give up and stop sleeping? Next thing you know you’ll be sporting dark circles under those pretty eyes.”

      “There’s always concealer,” I wink at him.

      He jumps out of the bed and takes me in his arms. Wes kisses the top of my head and rocks me from side to side. I want to push him away and ask for more all at the same time. This man is my best friend in the world. He’s understanding, tender, and protective. And, with his dark blue eyes, jet black hair, his hawkish nose and that concrete jaw, I can’t help but be attracted to him.

      I’m enamored with his prince charming charisma and his protective heart.

      Every time he’s around, I pretend not to feel anything for him. Like right now, while he holds me. My barely covered breasts press against his soft, warm, sculpted torso. I can feel his muscular ridges. I itch to trace every line, kiss every inch of him. It’s these moments when my blood roars through my veins, awakening the woman inside me.

      What would it be like to be reckless and just kiss his bare skin?

      “I wish, …” I mumble closing my eyes.

      “What do you wish?”

      I wish I could kiss you. I want to feel your lips on my skin and your hands sliding down my body.

      “Nothing,” I say sobering up from the fantasy.

      He’s the only guy I’ve been attracted to. No other man holds a candle to him. Maybe it’s just gratitude toward him and there aren’t any real feelings.

      I try to fight his hold. This shouldn’t be happening. Nothing can ever happen between the two of us. If only I weren’t so messed up. My legs shake as my heartbeat accelerates. I bite the inside of my cheek hard to stop myself from having an anxiety attack, stopping only when I taste copper in my saliva.

      My body, my mind, and my mouth are about to betray me. At least one of them is ready to take a leap of faith and kiss him or tell him how I feel.

      I huff, annoyed at my stupidity and myself. Without saying a word, I walk away from him, deciding that another shower is in order. I enter the bathroom and lock the door behind me.

      “Abby, let’s talk,” he knocks on the door.

      “Go back home, Wes,” I encourage him to leave me. “I have to unpack the boxes, and you need to rest.”

      “Do you think I can go back to sleep knowing you’re having an anxiety attack?”

      “I’m not having one,” I lie.

      This is a combination of panic and desire—a lust that runs deep inside my core and which I can’t allow myself to act on. Most likely, I’d lose my shit if I tried.

      Abby, stop fantasizing. Love isn’t possible for someone like you.
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      With a frustrated sigh, I press the bridge of my nose and stare at the latest email from the board. I’ve been taking too much shit from these assholes.

      “Good morning, brother dearest,” Sterling opens the heavy oak door to my office without announcing himself—or knocking for that matter.

      “What the fuck are you doing here?”

      His dark blonde hair is tussled, and he’s wearing a raggedy t-shirt with a pair of worn out jeans. Did he just come from working? No, he probably rolled out of bed and decided to ask me for money. Not that he needs it, but he hates to contact his financial advisor. He feels like it’s asking permission from Dad even though that’s not the case. The guy is there to serve him, and Dad is no longer with us.

      “Goody, you’re in a great mood today.” He grins, pleased that he’s gotten a reaction out of me.

      “Sterling,” I warn him.

      “Have you thought about getting laid?” His lazy smile matches the tone of his voice. “It might take the edge off.”

      He walks around the office, stops in front of the bookcase grabbing one of the frames. “I heard Abigail is back in town. You should finally tap that.”

      My gut churns, and I swear if we weren’t at the office … I sigh because I wouldn’t hit him even when he makes me want to murder him.

      “Are you just turning in?” I check my watch. It’s eight o’clock in the morning.

      My brother works at night—after partying. He sleeps all morning, sometimes he doesn’t wake up until the sun has set.

      “As a matter of fact, I started early today.” He yawns.

      “Anita,” he calls my assistant. “Would you mind bringing me a latte, please?”

      He turns to me, arching an eyebrow. “Do you want some coffee?”

      I show him my mug. “We don’t have lattes in this office.”

      “You wouldn’t mind running to the coffee shop, would you, beautiful?” He walks toward Anita’s desk, handing her a bill. “Make sure it has three shots of espresso.”

      Anita smiles at my brother as if he were a god and she’s happy to serve him. She promptly leaves her post without a word.

      “She’s my assistant,” I growl, closing my eyes.

      Fuck. I need to shed the frustration before I choke someone. I look at him and smirk, maybe I’ll choke my own brother.

      “Why are you so happy today, Weston?” His sarcastic remark elevates my blood pressure.

      I rise from my seat and walk around the office to settle my temper.

      “What do you want, Sterling?” I stop by the window admiring the mountains and wishing I were in Tahoe, just programming without any distraction—except for Abby.

      “The board requested my presence,” he sighs.

      I turn around and watch him plop down on the leather couch.

      “They want you at the emergency meeting?” I crook an eyebrow at him, before going back to my desk to reread the memo.

      It clearly states that they’d like to meet with the members of the family. I wonder if Mom received it and if she’s planning on coming too, but that’s impossible, considering they sent it less than an hour ago. They should know that Mom lives in Phoenix and she can’t just fly in whenever they decide to hold a meeting. Dad gave the board members too much power.

      “I don’t plan on attending.” He swings his legs up on the couch and rests his head back on the arm. “You have to explain to these assholes that I don’t work for the company. Actually, I’d be happy to sell you my part of the company if that would get them off my back.”

      When Dad died he left the company to Mom, Sterling and me in equal parts. The board doesn’t own anything—yet. They’re pushing to go public and grab more shares than Dad originally promised. I’m just doing this because it was his last wish. If I did things my way … but I stopped thinking about that long ago. My father left me his legacy, and I must carry it.

      “Good morning, Wes,” I hear Abby’s voice before I see she’s creeping into my office. “You don’t look well.”

      Like you, I didn’t sleep, I don’t say. There were too many reasons why I couldn’t just close my eyes. How could I rest while I knew she was alone and hurting? She’s always let me comfort her. But not last night. Does she hate me now that she’s back —and so are the nightmares? Then, there are the unanswered questions about her past. Thinking about it kept me awake. It wasn’t only her state of mind that had me distracted, but my attraction to her too. Visions of her delicious, naked body under the shower were about the only thing I could concentrate on. The woman has me tied into knots.

      This morning isn’t any different.

      She’s wearing a black dress that accentuates her figure and shows off her long, tanned legs. Her brown hair is pulled back into a side twist.

      She’s breathtakingly beautiful.

      “Abby,” I ask quietly. “How was your night?”

      “You know, the usual,” she shrugs her shoulders and turns to address my brother.

      “You look very professional, Sterling Ahern.” She smirks at him.

      “Well, well, well…” My brother perks up and pushes himself off the couch. “If it isn’t little Abby Lyons.”

      He takes her hands, extending her arms and looking at her from head to toe. “It’s been so long. I remember the last time I saw you, you wore a pair of sweats and your glasses.”

      Abby glowers at him not amused. “Give me a break, I was studying for my finals.”

      “I owe you a graduation present,” he says, twirling her around.

      “You’re a vision, little Abby.” He whistles. “I’d love to sculpt you—paint you. Pose for me.”

      “Ha,” she huffs, moving away from his grasp. “As if that line would ever work on me. I can’t believe so many women fall for your charm.”

      Sterling grins. “You can try to pretend that you’re immune to the Aherns.” He looks at me. “But you’re not. You dig us.”

      “You’re a conceited jerk.” She scrunches her nose.

      His jaw drops. “If my mother were here, she’d be disappointed with your language, young lady.”

      “Whatever.” She waves her hand. “The receptionist told me to come to see you right away.”

      Abby narrows her gaze, walks around the desk and squeezes my hand. “What’s going on, Wes?”

      She’s beautiful, smart, and a great listener, but what I love the most about her is that she knows my moods. I don’t have to say much for her to understand that I need her to comfort me.

      “What did you do to him, Slugger?” She crosses her arms narrowing her gaze.

      “Dudette, it’s not my fault that he needs anger management.” He pretends to wash his hand. “I’m an innocent bystander.”

      “The board called an emergency meeting,” I say resting my head against the back of the chair and closing my eyes.

      “We should just dismiss them all and then sell this joint,” Sterling suggests. “It’s not like you love working for this company.”

      “That’s not how it works.” I rub both hands down my face.

      It’s not that simple. They represent the future shareholders of the company. That’s what Dad was working on, making the company public, and as his successor, I’m continuing his work.

      Sterling looks at Abby and says, “Tell him, Abbs. You and I both know that this isn’t what he wanted to do. He listens to you.”

      “You’re exaggerating, Slugger. But what’s your idea?

      “We sell this shithole and he can start his own company.”

      “Oh my God, I should document this day,” Abby takes a pen and scribbles on her hand. “Sterling used his brain for something other than throwing out a pickup line.”

      “I haven’t had my caffeine, Abigail, but wait until I do. You’ll be crying uncle.”

      “Whatever,” she says rolling her eyes. “What happened to the software you were developing?” she asks me.

      I stopped working on it and all the other projects. As much as I love developing apps and games and creating new software, I don’t have time to dabble in that while I’m trying to keep up with my father’s company. My goal is to keep my father’s legacy alive for Mom.

      “I don’t have any free time.”

      “You could, if you delegated,” Sterling says challenging me with his gaze.

      “Where’s the Wes Ahern who makes things happen?” Abby asks, drinking some of my coffee.

      “She’s right, Weston.”

      These two are friendly, but when it comes to teaming up against me, they are one in the same.

      My phone buzzes; I glance at it and see that it’s my mother.

      Mom: Wes, I woke up to a message from the board. What happened?

      Wes: I’m wondering the same thing, Mom. I’ll take care of it.

      Mom: Good, because I’m busy this week. We decided to cancel the trip to Italy and head to Alaska instead. It’s lovely during the summer. Take care of yourself. Call me on Sunday.

      Sterling and Mom insist that I should sell the company if it doesn’t make me happy. We have enough assets to buy out the board before we sell it. If it were mine, maybe I wouldn’t mind opening a software subdivision. The current organization of the company doesn’t allow for much free time, or give me room to delegate like my father used to do. If the board feels like I’m not doing enough, they’ll try to kick me out as the CEO.

      “Hey, I’m here,” Abby says reassuringly. “We’ll figure it all out.”

      I believe her. We always solve our problems and work through any complications that arise—together.
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      So much for respecting my wishes. I asked him not to give me any special treatment, and what does he do? He gives me his old office. It’s a beautiful space, with a solid cherry desk, matching bookshelves, and leather chairs that go with the loveseat, all framed by a spectacular view of the mountains.

      “Everyone is going to hate me.”

      “Why would they?”

      “The accounting department downstairs isn’t quite the executive offices,” I state the obvious, walking around the freshly painted space and kneeling to feel the fluffy carpet.

      “You’re not just any accountant.”

      I laugh at his ridiculous remark. “So what kind of accountant am I?”

      “You handle my mother’s affairs, Sterling’s business, and the charity fund.”

      “So, this is like a personal favor?”

      “I’m giving you exactly what Dad was already planning. Nothing more, nothing less.”

      I study his eyes, then his posture. He’s distraught about the board, and I’m not making it any easier for him. How can I get him to understand that I don’t want any of the staff to think I’m only here because of nepotism?

      He hired me to be Sterling’s accountant and manage his portfolio because he hates to charge for is art. His mother is an independent woman. I just don’t think they need me.

      “Sir, sorry to interrupt you,” a man enters the office without waiting for us to acknowledge him.

      My stomach gets queasy as I detect a citrusy, fresh male scent. It’s not strong but it hits my memory bank hard. I close my eyes briefly reminding myself that I’m with Wes, at work.

      “Good morning, Lucian,” Wes answers. “Let me introduce you to Abigail Lyons.”

      “I didn’t know we were hiring new personnel.” His gaze narrows as he looks at me from top to bottom.

      “Your face looks familiar. Abigail, you said?” The way he enunciates my name sends a shiver racing across my skin.

      He doesn’t know me. I swallow through a suddenly tight throat, fighting the fear. Air. I need air. I fight off a rush of emotions, but I’m losing the battle. My sight becomes distorted when the man walks toward me with his hand extended; his grin increases. The way he stares at me makes me tremble. He’s a predator about to catch his meal. My breath quickens and my heart beats wildly. I can’t breathe. It’s him.

      Think, Abby, think.

      It’s the muddy green eyes with brown flecks—the crooked nose—the same scar on his chin.

      “It’s a pleasure to meet you.” He extends his hand. “I—”

      Suddenly, it’s not Lucian’s voice that I hear. It’s him. Corbin. I’m gasping for air, fighting the anxiety, but keeping my eyes open to make sure that he won’t do anything. This time I won’t let him. I can scream, run … he won’t catch me this time.

      “You look hungry, Abigail. Ava didn’t work for her meal. How about you?”

      “Breathe for me,” Wes says slowly. His voice pulls me away from the old house. I’m no longer in the dark room, but back in the comfort of the office with him. “You’re safe with me.”

      I’ll never be safe from my past. God only knows if I’m safe from Corbin.

      The fear crashes into me unexpectedly. Why did Lucian trigger the memories? I was dragged all the way back into his world. I could feel his breath, feel his voice vibrating throughout the dark room.

      I cry, recoiling into a small ball.

      “Where are you, Abby?” Wes asks, studying my face.

      His thumb moves, caressing the delicate skin of my inner wrist.

      “I’ll bring some water, sir,” I hear Lucian’s voice.

      This time I can differentiate that it’s not Corbin.

      “You’re here with me,” he says with a calm voice. “Safe. Always safe.”

      “Safe,” I repeat but I don’t believe it.

      “You’re safe with me. It’s us. Always us,” he kisses my palm.

      It’s a casual gesture, one he’s done many times. Except today it feels different. Intense. It sends ripples of pleasure awakening every nerve in me. I can feel the stroke from the kiss all over my body. Deep inside my soul. This doesn’t make sense. Each and every emotion inside of me seems to be focusing on Wes. They press against my chest in the same way I wish he’d press his body against mine.

      Hug me. Take me in your arms, I want to beg.

      I don’t know if I speak out loud or if he reads my mind, but the next thing I know he’s sitting on the couch, taking me in his arms. His warm hold, his earthy scent mixed with clean skin create an ache in my chest that expands all the way down to my core. I begin to cry. The tears are for Ava, for Abby, and for everything I lost in that room.

      But I also mourn my heart. Weston Ahern and I are the kind of people who share a friendship that will never become romantic love.

      We remain in the same position for a long time. I can’t stop the tears from falling. Lucian isn’t my stepfather. His resemblance to what still torments me to this day was just too close. The voice, the way he looked at me as if I were his next meal was too much, and it pushed me into a panic attack.

      When my stepfather, Corbin, came into our lives, he seemed like a dream—or at least he appeared that way to my mother.

      He played the single father who’d lost his wife in a tragic accident. A man who was left to grieve and be the sole caretaker of his two children.

      “Do you want to talk about it?” Wes asks when I finally calm down.

      I don’t answer. There are things I can’t say. I know what could happen if I were to reveal his secrets.

      
        
        — —  —

      

      

      Wes canceled all his meetings and took me home. We shopped for my furniture online from the comfort of his house. The man who can move heaven and earth made sure that what we purchased would arrive at my apartment the same day. Once the stuff was in place, I excused myself and took a shower to wash away the memories.

      Wes said that he’d be going back home to make a few calls. I took him away from the office for an entire day—while he’s trying to show the board that his only priority is the company. This was what I was afraid of and wanted to avoid—losing my mind in the middle of the day. Shit like this never happened in Berkeley.

      Without giving it a second thought, I turn on my laptop and begin updating my resume. I don’t have much experience, but there must be a company out there searching for an accountant. My degree and skills are practical and necessary. I could get a job anywhere in the country. Wes might be upset at first, but he’ll eventually understand that it’s for the best. What’s the point of living here when neither one of us can find peace?

      I hate myself for being so weak. Should I go to therapy? And then what? How is anyone going to help me?

      Linda took me to a few different therapists. None of them worked out. They wanted to know what had happened to me, not give me the tools I needed to cope. Neither of them could understand that I wasn’t going to talk—ever.

      

      No one will never know what happened that night. They can never know. I should leave, just run away tonight.

      He’s going to find you and when he finds you … he’ll take you back to the room.

      I run to the kitchen and hide inside the pantry. He’ll never find me here. At least, not tonight.
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      “Hey, Mom,” I answer the phone before it even rings.

      “Weston, darling,” she says with the exasperated voice she used when we were younger and she had to play bad cop in Dad’s absence.

      It wasn’t often, as Dad was only out of town maybe two or three times a year.

      “How are you, Mom?”

      “I feel a migraine coming on.”

      Migraines are headaches, Mom. I imagine her holding her back and slumping her shoulders. It’s the same line she’s been using ever since I can remember. Our behavior was the root of those aches she complained about so much while I was growing up. Sadly, she couldn’t say to Dad, “Will, they’re all yours to deal with.”

      A pang of pain hits me in the middle of the chest. If Dad were here, he’d know what to do with the company. Mom wouldn’t feel lonely, and I would’ve started my own company, the way I’d planned to before he died.

      “I’m sorry that you’re not feeling well. How can I help to make it better?”

      “The board dear,” she says with resignation. “Why can’t we just sell the company and forget about them? That’s your father’s business. Neither one of us is invested, darling boy.”

      “Mom, I can take care of it.”

      “Well, they don’t think so,” she states in a bitter voice. “Of course, they don’t know anything about you. They called upset that I didn’t show up yesterday. That the entire family in fact, disregarded their request.”

      I run a hand through my hair.

      Before I can say anything, she asks, “What was the medical emergency that took you away from the office?”

      “Abby,” I breathe out her name. “She had a panic attack.”

      Mom remains silent for a few seconds. I walk outside on the terrace, leaning against the railing and staring at the horizon. The sun is setting in the west, the moon rising as it goes down. I wish Abby were with me, admiring the view. Abby, who’s as fragile as a crystal figurine. Or maybe she’s stronger than we think and what she survived is worse than we imagined.

      “Wes, sweetheart. She should be anywhere but in Denver.”

      “Some days, I think that what happened to her is bigger than what we know, Mom.”

      “The trauma of witnessing …” Mom pauses. “Sweetheart, her sister was killed in front of her,” she reminds me.

      “Mom,” I sigh with frustration.

      My guess is that she wasn’t a just witness but also a victim. She’s always begging for someone to stop, as if she were being tortured.

      What happened to you, Abby?

      “What do you mean, Wes?”

      “Forget it, Mom.” Sometimes I feel like she knows more but chooses to suppress it.

      I promised Abby that I’d never reveal what I’ve heard her saying.

      Should I keep my word?

      I guess I can keep it secret for now. I doubt Abby would appreciate it if I told Mom what I heard last night—or today for that matter. She begged for food, for him to stop, for him to leave Ava alone. She wanted him to kill her.

      My heart stopped when I heard her plea, “Kill me. Just let me die.”

      I had no idea if she was talking to me or to the ghosts from her past. Either way, I held her tightly because I couldn’t imagine life without my girl. Not that she’s a girl anymore, or actually mine.

      “Have you told her how you feel?”

      “Mom, please don’t start,” I warn her.

      “Sometimes I wonder if you’re in love, or if you’re just trying to save her.”

      “Can it be both?”

      “Have you asked yourself if maybe saving isn’t what she needs? Maybe she doesn’t need to be saved, but loved.”

      How can she doubt the way I feel about Abby? I would die for that girl. She fills my thoughts before I sleep. I dream that she’s with me, safe in my arms. In the morning, she’s on my mind again as soon as I wake up. I have given her my heart without regret, for my heart’s sake.  The mere thought of losing her makes me sick. It would break me.

      “I love her.”

      “But she doesn’t know that,” Mom says sternly. “I noticed that you keep her close, yet still at arm’s length. What is it you’re afraid of?”

      I close my eyes as her question sinks in. What is it I’m afraid of? There’s nothing that scares me. I survived the first years of my life by eating what I could find in trashcans or what the adults gave us when they remembered to feed the children who lived among them. For a moment I’m frozen with fear, remembering the house where I grew up. But I snap out of the trance right away.

      That’s not where I belong. I have a family and a home. I’m old enough to care for myself—to defend myself.

      “She’s been away,” I explain. “Why would I want to have a long-distance relationship?”

      “You’re telling me that now that she’s close, you plan on changing your relationship with her?”

      I hesitate to answer for several breaths. How can I when she’s so breakable, so fragile?

      “Maybe you’re confusing your feelings for her, Wes,” Mom insists.

      There’s no confusion when it comes to my feelings for her. Abigail Lyons is the only woman who not only makes me crave her sexually, but who also holds my heart in her hands. She’s vulnerable, fun, witty, and smart. She’s not afraid of climbing mountains, scuba diving, or skydiving. She yearns to help others whenever she can.

      She’s perfect in so many ways, yet still stubborn at times, and elusive whenever faced with her past. I sigh. If only she were willing to share that part she’s hiding. Together we could fight against whatever is creating so much pain inside her.

      “I’m not afraid of anything, Mom,” I finally answer.

      “You’re afraid that you’re not meeting your father’s expectations,” she says as her voice trembles. “You’re afraid that Abigail won’t love you the way you love her.”

      “Mom,” I mumble.

      “William spent all his life building that company. I felt so lonely that I decided to foster children because we didn’t have enough money or time to have children of our own,” she pauses, but I hear a sob on the end of the line. “He lived for the company—not for us, or even himself.”

      What is she talking about?

      “For years I felt alone,” she continues. “You were a godsend, and Sterling is my little miracle. You can’t live your entire life trying to please someone who didn’t even know how to live fully when he was alive. I loved him with all my heart, but I hope that you stop following in his footsteps.”

      I’m speechless at the revelation. He was an extraordinary man, a visionary, and an icon. He was a good father, but it was Mom who attended our baseball practices. She’s the one who cheered for us during football games and made sure we practiced our music lessons every single day. Mom never missed an event, a graduation, or a recital. Dad had too much to do at work to spend any time with us.

      I hear a roaring in my ears, making me lose track of what she’s saying. My chest squeezes when I remember our last conversation. He was angry and disappointed in me. I had told him that his company wasn’t my dream nor what I wanted to do for the rest of my life. He built something from scratch and wanted his ungrateful sons to continue his legacy. My palm stings from digging my fingernails into it. I’m angry at myself, at him. Fuck, I only want to make him happy, and I will never know if what I do is enough to make up for the last days of his life—the fights and trying to quit Ahern Inc.

      “If Abby doesn’t love you, make her fall in love with you,” Mom’s voice is loud and clear, yet it doesn’t make sense.

      “You say that as if it’s possible.”

      “It’s that simple, darling boy.”

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      Nothing is simple. I take a deep breath before knocking on Abby’s door. Mom’s words continue to ring in my head.

      Make her fall in love with you.

      “Hey,” she opens the door slightly, staring at the rose I’m holding.

      “Are you on your way out?” She switches her gaze from the flower to my face several times. “I thought you texted me inviting me to dinner.”

      “Dinner is ready,” I announce, grabbing her hand and kissing it.

      “What’s going on, Wes?” She eyes me suspiciously.

      I hand her the rose and pull out the blindfold I have in my pocket. “Do you trust me?”

      She nods and closes her eyes.

      “Hold onto my hand and walk with me,” I whisper in her ear, kissing the back of it.

      She shudders and sighs. I’ve got no idea how to gauge her reaction. I should’ve started with something simpler—a simple date, like a movie and some pizza. We walk toward my place, and I direct her as we go up the stairs and out onto the terrace.

      “This is exciting. It reminds me of the last time you took me bungee jumping,” she says with a laugh. “I feel like we’re back in China and Sterling is begging for his mommy.”

      “He’s such a baby,” I say as I take off the blindfold, kissing her bare shoulder.

      “This is so much better than Macau.” Abby smiles at the table but then frowns and looks at me. “But as lovely as it is, I’d prefer to eat in the kitchen.”

      “Why?”

      “Maybe you don’t see it, Wes, but this—” she points at the table. “—is a romantic gesture. A dinner for someone you’re dating. Not for—”

      “Not for a woman who I’m hoping will give me a chance to show her that I like her more than as a friend?”

      Her eyes open wide, her lips part, and I’m almost sure she’s holding her breath.

      “Look, maybe this is too straight forward, but constantly keeping in how I truly feel about you is hard. Too hard. Every night I go to bed wishing that I was with you.” I bare my soul.

      “You do?” she whispers, her brown eyes shining.

      I caress her cheek, and she closes her eyes, breathing deeply. She opens her eyes and stares at me for a few beats. Then she moves her mouth, but only a soft whimper comes out.

      “What are you thinking?” I press my thumb over her creased forehead.

      She’s unsure about something. My words? My feelings? What can I say or do to convince her that I’m serious—that I want more with her.

      Only her.

      “I mean every word that I just said, Abby.” I cup her face with my hands lowering my head.

      “Wes,” she says with a sigh, her arms encircling my waist.

      “Shh,” I murmur, covering her mouth with mine.

      A spike of electrified excitement rushes through my body the moment her mouth opens for me. I stroke her tongue, discovering her mouth, tasting her for the first time. I drink from her, sucking the shaky moans coming from her throat. She shivers as I press her closer to my body.

      “God, you taste like an angel,” I mumble against her sweet mouth.

      I nip at her lip, sliding my hands down her back.

      “Is this real?” She finally finds her voice.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?”

      “It seems too easy, Ahern. I come back, and you sweep me off my feet proclaiming that you want more.”

      “Well, it was time to own up to my feelings,” I confess giving her a quick peck. “Ready to eat, my lady?”

      I release her and pull out one of the chairs for her. As she sits down, I catch her hesitation. Did I imagine the intensity of our kiss?

      “What’s going on?”

      “I don’t know … it’s this feeling of dread thumping along with my heart.” She shrugs. “I guess I’ve never dated before. There’s this uneasiness inside my stomach, like something is whispering: ‘enjoy this because it might be the last time you smile.’”

      “Abby, please don’t be pessimistic. Trust me.”

      She nods, but I can see the doubt etched in her face. What is she afraid of?
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      “This is delicious.” Abby takes a bite of the miso-ginger glazed salmon.

      She smirks, taking a second bite. “You cooked?”

      Abby watches me in amusement as I open my mouth and close it. I never said I made dinner for her. There’s no way I could’ve driven to Cherry Creek to buy her a present, cook, and be ready for dinner.

      “What gave it away?”

      “The rice,” she answers, taking a fork full of it.

      I arch an eyebrow and eat some myself. “It’s perfect,” I claim.

      “Exactly,” she says, drinking some wine. “This rice is fluffy and flavorful. It’s not easy to achieve the texture. You don’t cook that often.”

      “I take it that you like it,” I confirm.

      “Of course, and I love that you brought my favorite dish. Though, you could’ve given me a sandwich and I’d have loved that too.”

      “Well, I had to run an errand and decided to just bring something for our first meal—together.” I pull out the box and hand it to her. “And this is for you, to remind you of today.”

      “Oh my God, Wes,” she gasps, staring at the open box.

      It’s a set of bracelets. The first bracelet has pink, orange, and clear crystals while the second has an anchor charm.

      “This is beautiful,” she says, caressing the trinket. “Perfect.”

      She smiles, rising from her seat and kissing me. This time the peck is on the lips.

      “You’re perfect, you know?”

      “I’m far from it,” I remind her. “And you of all people are aware of my faults.”

      “I am, and I love each and every one of those flaws.” She sits back down putting on the bracelet.

      Abby glances at me, then back at her wrist. “You need a compass.”

      “So, you know why I gave it to you.”

      “You’re my anchor, just like I’m your compass.” She shakes her head, laughing. “Always, right? Even if this ends?”

      I take her hand, kissing the inside of her wrist. “Baby, this will never end, I swear.”

      “Says the guy who can’t hold onto a girl for longer than a week,” she says, her eyes studying me.

      “Why would I when I have you?”

      She gasps, her eyes open wide. “What does that mean?”

      Before Abby, I was too busy at school. I didn’t care if any relationship lasted just a day or a few weeks. My sole purpose was to keep Dad happy, so he wouldn’t tell me that I was taking too many credits and that many of them weren’t related to my degree. Afterwards, Abby was all I needed.

      “I was busy with school—”

      “And then I disrupted your life,” she says, scrunching her nose.

      “Of course not, afterward I was busy trying to please Dad.”

      Her smile falls. “I’m sorry. You must miss him a lot.”

      I shrug. After my call with Mom, my feelings are a fucking mess. Of course, I miss my father. The man was my hero for years. I stopped looking at him like that once I understood that the company was his everything and I couldn’t keep up with him. I hated him when we fought about my future and … he was gone before we could solve our differences.

      “My experience is a bit rusty, but I’m sure this isn’t the kind of conversation people have during their first date.”

      She chuckles. “You’re right. Where should I start?” She finishes the last bite. “Color. What is your favorite color?”

      “Lilac,” I answer.

      “Liar, that’s mine,” she protests. “Yours is green, but you use blue a lot because your mother used to dress you in blue all the time.”

      “Because of my eyes,” I remind her. “And I know that your favorite candy is gummy bears.”

      I stand up, gathering the plates. “But you could eat your weight in crème brûlée or chocolate cheesecake.”

      “What are you saying, Ahern?” She grins, grabbing the glasses and the empty bottle of wine. “Did you make me chocolate cheesecake so I’d put out tonight?”

      Her face becomes stern. “Not that I would. I’m not easy.” Those dark eyes sweep my body from head to toe. “Though for you, one day I might make an exception.”

      She walks away, laughing all the way to the kitchen.

      “You’re impossible, Lyons.” I set the stuff on the counter.

      “Yet, you still like me,” she says leaning against the counter.

      I walk to her, cupping her face. Our gazes lock. Her eyes shine brightly. I hope it’s because of me. I pull her into my arms, covering her mouth with mine and kissing her hard. Professing all my love for her without saying a word. She might like me enough to go out with me, to love me as her friend, but I swear that I’ll make it my mission to make her fall madly in love with me, just like I am with her.
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      Some days start off looking hopeful. Others, like today, are just perfect. It’s late June, the sun is out but it’s not scorching hot, and people are smiling. Or maybe it’s just me, since I’ve moved from Denver to cloud nine. That’s where I’ve been since last night when Wes told me that he has feelings for me. He didn’t say that he loved me, but the way he kissed me made it seem so. The same rush of heat I felt while he kissed me burns through my body just at the memory alone. His mouth was firm but gentle. At first, he was hesitant, but that last kiss of the night … I close my eyes remembering the spark that it ignited in me.

      Coffee. You must concentrate on the coffee and sandwich you’re planning on buying. Not on the hot, tall, dark man who … and there I go again. It’s so hard not to think of him or what happened last night.

      He said he wants more. And that goodnight kiss … it was demanding, giving. It felt as if he was making love to my mouth. His tongue pierced and stroked my mouth, his hands gliding across my body. My nerves jolted at his touch. I wanted him to do so much more than just kiss me. I wanted him to tug my hair down, kiss my neck and …

      “Are you okay?” Wes asks.

      He shouldn’t be asking, when he’s the one who seems to have put me under some spell. Wes kisses me on the corner of my mouth. My eyes drift closed at the heady sensation of his warm lips caressing me and kissing the scar right above my chin.

      “What happened to you?”

      “I was five, maybe seven, and tripped in my skates bumping onto the coffee table that was made out of glass.”

      “Ouch,” he says, kissing it again.

      “It’s okay. Grandma gave me a teddy bear after the doctor stitched me.” I slump my shoulders remembering the bear that I loved so much.

      “Oh my God! Oh my God!” Someone clapping like an anxious cheerleader interrupts me.

      “It’s you, Abigail Lyons!” The woman on the other side of the counter squeals, staring at me. “It’s been years.”

      “Sorry. Do I know you?”

      Her blonde hair is tied into a bun and covered by a hairnet. Her eyes are light brown, and she’s just as tall as me. I don’t recognize her at all. Maybe she’s one of those girls I met during my senior year of high school. They liked to hang out with me in hopes that I’d introduce them to Sterling. He graduated a couple of years before I started Brighton Academy, but everyone in that place knew I was living with the Aherns. Stupid girls. They really thought I’d be their link to a guy who lived thousands of miles away from Colorado.

      “It’s me, Peyton. Peyton Seymour,” she says.

      I take a step back, hugging myself because the name feels like a tub of ice water being dumped over my head. Her grandmother lived across the street from us. Our grandmothers were close friends. We used to play together when she came to visit in the summers or while her grandma was watching her.

      “Peyton?” I repeat, not believing it. “I think the last time I saw you was before we started the fourth grade.”

      “It’s been so long,” she agrees. “My parents split. Mom and I moved to Pueblo, and Dad never brought me back to Grandma’s.”

      Grandma mentioned something like that, but I don’t recall the exact words. The explanation turned into a long walk down memory lane where she talked about my grandfather. He died of a heart attack just one year before I was born.

      “I’m sorry about … everything, I guess.” She sounds remorseful.

      What is she talking about? I don’t understand her little demonstration of sympathy.

      “So, you’re working here?” I change the subject.

      “This is one of my many jobs,” she says, excitedly. “I’m putting myself through school.”

      “Peyton, what have I told you about the line?”

      “Sorry Gil,” she apologizes to her manager and then turns back to me. “We have to catch up soon, but for now, what would you like?”

      We place our order, then she hands me a number and the cups for our drinks and begins to chat with the next customer.

      “Are you okay?” Wes kisses my cheek. “You look pale.”

      Pale is right. It’s been a long time since I last saw Peyton. When things got bad, I wondered if she would help me escape. But then I realized it could’ve put her in danger too. My heart continues beating fast.

      “I’m fine,” I lie.

      “You’re not. What’s going on?”

      “I’m fine. Really,” I repeat, following him to one of the available tables.

      After his big gesture and declaration, I forgot all about my plans— of escaping Denver. How can I leave when his kisses are all I think about and his presence is all I need in my life? But seeing Peyton sobers me up from the haze that took over my brain last night.

      What if someone else sees me?

      What if he finds me?

      He wouldn’t care anymore. I’m not a kid.

      “Hey, girly!” Peyton comes to our table with a tray.

      “This is so amazing. Wait until I get home and tell Grandma about you,” she continues chatting.

      “Your grandma moved?”

      “No, I moved in with her.” She pats me on the shoulder giving me a look of pity. “I’m so sorry about what happened to … well it was a lot in such a short time. Your grandmother, then your mother … You know, they never caught the burglar who killed that girl. My grandma thought the police would bring you back. What actually happened?”

      God had mercy and the authorities decided to put me into foster care. Away from that hellhole.

      “It’s classified information, Miss,” Wes responds taking the food off the tray and handing me my latte. “Thank you for the food.”

      “Oh. Well, look for me on Facebook. We need to catch up.”

      “I don’t have an account,” I say, controlling my breathing.

      “Well, do you have a phone? What’s your number?” She hands me a pen and a napkin. I scribble my cellphone and wave at her as she walks away. Then regret it because I don’t want to talk to her.

      What if he finds me?

      Wes arches an eyebrow, staring at her in horror.

      “She talks …”

      “A lot,” I nod in agreement.

      “What girl was she talking about?”

      “Ava,” I mumble before taking a bite of my food.

      “Ava was your sister, wasn’t she?”

      The Aherns only know what social services told them. Obviously, social services only learned one version of what happened —his version.

      My sister died. My stepfather was heartbroken. We didn’t know who broke into the house and shot her.

      I’ve never confirmed or denied his story. They don’t know what went on inside my house, or what truly happened that night.

      Only we know; we just can’t talk.

      Ava is dead, and I should be running away before he finds me and I end up like her too.
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      Abby Age Fifteen

      “Wear those clothes, but don’t stain them,” Mom ordered.

      I stared at the beautiful pink dress on top of her freshly made bed. It had been so long since I’d worn brand new clothes. The last time was on my tenth birthday. Grandma bought me a blue dress with a pair of black, shiny Mary Janes and a headband. I wore it for her funeral, but later Mom took it away and I could wear it only during special occasions—like when she brought a new boyfriend home and wanted me to play the happy daughter.

      That dress doesn’t fit me anymore, so I could see why she had to buy me a new one. Who would it be now? Another man who I’d have to play house with and convince that my mother and I loved each other. She hated me and never missed an opportunity to show me.

      “Be ready in thirty minutes,” she ordered. “We’re going to meet Corbin and his children.”

      Corbin? That’s an ugly name. I wished she didn’t drag me to her meet and greet. Playing the compassionate, sweet, sensible mother was her worst role. It surprised me that she had chosen a man with children.

      She pulled me by the hair and pushed my head against the bed. “I said get ready, bitch. And you better behave, or I swear you’ll pay for it.”

      How would I pay?

      Food, hot water, bathroom privileges … all of the above. Even animals deserved better treatment than what she offered.

      It’s only a few years, Abigail. Three more years and you’ll be old enough to ditch this psycho.

      Nothing she said or did could break me. It wasn’t me. It was her. Some people don’t have what it takes to be human, and she was one of them.

      The dress she bought was too short, and the shoes too narrow. I’d never walked in heels before, but I tried my best. Complaining was pointless. I followed her to the car and sat in the backseat while she drove us downtown. She parked several blocks away from the restaurant. As I stumbled trying to walk in the ridiculous heels she gave me, I questioned if the shoes were her new way of torturing me.

      “Stop walking like that,” she chided. “You look like a chicken.”

      Most of her comments made me wonder why God gave her a kid. Certainly, she didn’t want me. Mom left me with my grandmother just days after I was born. At twenty-eight she decided that she wasn’t old enough to care for a newborn baby. At forty-three it wasn’t any different. Then when Grandma died before my eleventh birthday, Mom had to take me back.

      It was because of Grandma’s house, placed in part of a trust under my name. If Mom wanted to live rent free, she had to deal with me. In a way, I was her landlord, yet she treated me like I was a dog begging for food.

      “Corbin,” her voice changed to a sticky sweet tone. Her smile seemed to increase when the guy named Corbin kissed her on the cheek.

      “You look radiant, Olga,” he greeted Mom and then turned his attention to me.

      “Is this your sister?”

      “Aren’t you adorable?” Mom grinned at him. “Abigail, this is Corbin.”

      His eyes flickered as he looked me over from head to toe, staring at my legs for too long.

      “Shaun,” he called someone over. “Meet your new sister, Abigail.”

      Shaun looked at me in the same way that his father did. Then he stared at my mouth and grinned.

      “You’ll do,” he said, winking at me.

      “That’s Ava?” Mom asked about a girl who stood closer to the restaurant’s door. “She’s so precious.”

      “Yes, she’s the quiet one,” Corvette, or Cordial or whatever his name was, told Mom.

      He glanced at me before he spoke, “You two are going to be best friends—share everything.”

      What was “everything?” I asked myself. His words sounded like a threat, not a sweet invitation to share my toys with his daughter, which would be weird. At fifteen I didn’t go on playdates or own any toys. The tone he used made me shiver. I hugged myself, closing my eyes tight. I sent a prayer to God and Grandma. Hopefully, like the others, this man would leave before he got too comfortable.

      “Let’s go, Abigail,” Mom ordered. “We’re having our first family dinner.”

      I stared at her with my mouth open wide. How could she say that when we barely knew these people? I followed right behind them. Ava began to walk a few steps after me and Shaun joined her.

      My heart stopped when I heard his creepy voice. “Dad got us a new toy. You’ll cooperate, won’t you, sweet Ava?”

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      Present Day

      “Until I turn into an elephant,” Wes says, thumping his hand against the table.

      “What?” I frown at Wes, who’s talking nonsense.

      “Are you okay?” Wes looks at me in bewilderment.

      “Yes, why would you ask?”

      “You’ve been staring at your food. I’ve been talking to you, and you’re just nodding and shaking your head.”

      Peyton reminded me of them … Corbin and Shaun. The girl. Poor little Ava, who is finally at peace after having to live with them.

      “Can we go?”

      “Yes. We can order something and eat at the office,” he says taking me into his arms. “I just want you to remember that you’re safe with me.”

      “Of course, I am, silly. And I’m okay.” I lie, scratching my head hard. Letting my nails dig deep into my scalp. The pain releases the anxiety building inside my gut.

      Nothing is going to happen to me.

      Yet, the dread is overtaking me so swiftly that no amount of self-inflicted pain will help me.

      What if they see me?

      I have Wes by my side.

      “I don’t want to pry,” he says as we board the elevator. “But who died that night?”

      “Ava.” I stare at the floor.

      “Who was Ava to you?”

      “Ava was …” I remember the thin, little blonde girl who barely spoke and was afraid of her own shadow. When I met her and her family I knew something wasn’t right. Shaun’s bloodshot eyes coupled with his weird comments during dinner. The way he touched her knee with a fork and ran it over her leg. It was so bizarre and sickening.

      “My mom met a guy when I was fifteen. They got married a year later and moved in with us,” I explain trying to filter my story.

      This isn’t the time to be open with him. We’re just starting a relationship. How would he react if he knew what I lived through, what I saw, and what I had to do … would he ever understand?

      “He was a single parent, too,” I continue, swallowing the lump forming in my throat.

      “Corbin had two children—twins. Ava and Shaun.”

      “We were told that Ava was your sister,” he says with an inquisitive tone.

      His hands tap lightly against the table. He’s dying to throw multiple questions at me.

      “But she was like your sister?”

      I shrug. We weren’t related, nonetheless by the end we’d shared so much. Ava and I barely exchanged words. Yet, we had a bond that would keep us together until …. My heart thumps fast remembering her last moment. The way she lay on the floor bleeding but finally leaving the pain behind. Though, it almost felt like when she died, she left all of her anguish behind for me to pick up. Every second that I lived with her, what we lived through in that room together, is coming back to me now. It feels like it happened last night and like I should be hiding in case he comes back.

      “What happened to Shaun?”

      I freeze at his question; my heart accelerates.

      “You say one word, bitch, and you’ll die. Do you understand?”

      “Kill me,” I begged him. “Just let me die.”
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      “Stop,” she says, her voice trembling.

      Fuck, she’s shutting down. I had her right where I wanted for a few minutes and now … she’s about to run away. But we can’t stop right now.

      “Abby, it’s just a question,” I reassure her, gently.

      “What are you doing, Wes?” She shakes her head, stands from her seat and walks away.

      I stare at her silhouette for a few seconds thinking about everything she just told me. It doesn’t sound like much, but I feel like I just opened the vault and I’m about to find the secret. Or, in her case, hopefully I’m about to find a way to help her. In order not to lose this window, I follow and catch up with her before she steps out of the coffee house.

      “We’re done with story time,” she says firmly.

      She’s shutting down. This can’t be it now that I know that there’s so much more to the story. If only I can convince her to answer a few more questions. I link our fingers together and realize that she’s trembling.

      Fuck, I mouth. She’s shivering, and I didn’t realize it until I touched her. What’s going on inside that mind of hers? Abby spilled all that information because she was thinking out loud. She wasn’t really sharing, just trying to avoid another panic attack. I’m not sure if we should be going back to work.

      Once we arrive at the building where the Ahern offices are located, I direct her to the stairs.

      “We should go home,” I suggest.

      “No. I want to settle in before I officially start working next week,” she protests.

      “I get it. You think I can’t function, and that’s why you’re giving me this job and …” she clamps her lips together tightly and shakes her head.

      “Hey, you’re one of the smartest people that I know.” I lift her chin with my finger. “This job is yours because Dad wanted it that way. You could do it from anywhere, but I love that you are here, with me.”

      “So, you’re saying I can leave?” She eyes me with a daring scowl.

      “You make it sound like you’re my prisoner,” I say, disappointed. “I was under the impression you came because you wanted to be with me—not because I forced you.”

      “That’s not what I said.”

      “Why are you here, Abby?”

      “Because of you. I couldn’t jeopardize losing you.” Her eyes scan the area. “This place scares me. I know you think I’m insane but—”

      “No. What I think is that you’re hiding something important.” I touch her temple. “Whatever happened in the past is affecting you, and it’s getting worse.”

      “What if the past catches up with my present?”

      I’m a little disappointed in her. It’s been years since she left her old home. She doesn’t want to talk to a professional about it and insists that therapy can’t help her—when the real reason is because she’s unable to talk about her past. And I can’t judge her or assume, but if she doesn’t help herself—no one will.

      “It takes time to overcome your traumas,” I say firmly.

      I touch my chest lightly. “I was a kid who lived out of garbage cans. My house was filled with prostitutes and trash. I have no idea who my mother was or if I even had a mother. My parents, Will and Linda, understood your food issues because they went through the same battle when I came to live with them.”

      “It’s not the same,” she whispers. “You didn’t have food. I had food, but I wasn’t allowed to touch it, unless …”

      “Abby, what happened?”

      “Nothing. Maybe you’re right. I’m overreacting.” She scrunches her nose and pulls back her shoulders. “I told you several times that I didn’t want to come back, but you said you needed me.”

      “You came back out of pity?” I groan.

      My shoulders slump. This woman, who is barely hanging on by a thread, came back because she thinks I can’t stand on my own two feet.

      She lifts her chin; her eyes find mine. “No, I was afraid that I’d lose you if I didn’t come. I can’t imagine my world without you, Wes. I decided to live among the monsters because I choose to walk through pain and relive my past, if it means that I’m beside you.”

      This is one of the millions of reasons why this woman owns my heart. She might not tell me who the monsters are, or what happened to her, but she battles them for my sake. How did I dare doubt her?

      “You’d never lose me, no matter what, Abigail Lyons.” I pause, feeling tears begin to burn the back of my tightening throat. “If you need to leave, I’ll understand.”

      “Wes,” she says. My name on her lips makes me shiver.

      I close my eyes, waiting for her dismissal. The shortest affair of my life—lived in less than twenty-four hours. We kissed, we promised to give it a try, and then she left me behind.

      “You’re right,” she says, caressing my jaw. “My past shouldn’t hold me back from my future. And I would never leave you—not when I know there’s the possibility of so much more.”

      My heart restarts with her words. They are perfect, exactly what my head needs to hear, but deep down in my soul, I still know that’s it’s not right for her and maybe not right for the two of us either. The pain in her voice and her distress over the past couple of days are proof enough that this isn’t the place for her. I should be thinking about her wellbeing. She’ll wreck my fucking world once she leaves, but I’d do anything to see her happy.

      “Hey, Weston Ahern, stop trying to fix my life. I’m responsible for it. The decision to come here and stay is my own to make. Not yours.” She faces me with a conviction I haven’t seen in a while.

      The last time she did that was when she turned down Dad’s offer to send her to DU, all expenses paid. Abby had a plan and had saved all the money my parents had given her for lunch, clothing, and her allowance. She had enough to leave the state and find work. I offered to pay for any school in the country. Dad eventually ended up picking up the tab, but she wasn’t afraid to start from zero, as long as she was far away from this city.

      “If I’m saying I want to live here, it’s because I do.” She pokes me in the chest. “And you have to respect that. It’s time you treat me as an equal, not a like a flimsy piece of paper that’s about to blow away.”

      “You’re so many things, but flimsy isn’t one of them,” I say smiling.

      “Then don’t treat me like I’m about to crumble. I get it, I’m not normal. Just don’t make it so obvious.”

      “You hate the word ‘normal,’” I remind her. “You need to understand that I won’t stop pampering you—or worrying about you. I just want to see you happy—and safe. That’s my main goal in life.”

      I run a hand through my hair, closing my eyes briefly. “Sorry. I thought that by bringing you here we could finally be together.” I breathe harshly. “But now, I’m not sure if it was a good idea.”

      “Now that we’re together, are you sorry about it?” She angles her head, cupping my head with her soft hands.

      “Of course not. I’m thrilled that we’re giving this a chance,” I say. “It’s always been us. Together.” I say capturing her with my arms and bending my head down. I pull her closer against my body.
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      I nibble on my lip while searching for my phone. Where did I put it? Last night I counted the little crystals on the chandelier. The compulsive counting lasted for hours while I tried to fight the flashbacks. Since nothing worked, I tried Netflix on my phone. Nothing I chose numbed my mind enough. Hovering constantly in the background were thoughts of Wes and Peyton. It’s been more than a week since I saw her, but seeing her made every memory feel fresh.

      Weston Ahern wants me happy, an emotion I’ve yet to feel.

      Is it safe to tell him that I’m fresh out of happiness?

      Poor guy. He tries so hard and nothing he does gets me to that point. The truth is that I haven’t been happy in years. Content, yes. But happy? What’s really the meaning of that word?

      Happy or not, I still have to live my life and face the fear. Maybe I can’t speak about what happened, but I can live with it. That should be possible, shouldn’t it?

      I jump into the shower before going to work, and I flinch as my scalp burns intensely. This time I skip the shampoo. I should stop scratching my head every time I panic. Counting the drops instead, I force the memories to the back of my mind. Today is a new day, a fresh start. A day where the feeling that someone is watching me might trigger a panic attack. I haven’t told Wes, but I swear, I can feel them close. One of them is watching me.

      The need to escape increases. I don’t give in, because I won’t let them take more than they’ve already taken.

      I turn off the shower, grab the towel, and clean the fogged mirror, taking a deep breath. The woman in front of me gives me a blank stare. Her eyes are bloodshot, and there are dark circles under her eyes. I’m on day three without any sleep.

      “You need to get a grip,” I order her. “The way you’re living is pitiful. You have a great job, a wonderful boyfriend, and a future. Why are you still trapped by your past?”

      Because what if they’ve found me and they’re following me? I whisper back at her.

      My gaze drops. I can’t look at her. She’s going to remind me of his promise—the threat. I dry off and moisturize my skin before walking into my closet. I choose a pencil skirt and a sleeveless blouse with a black blazer. As I lift my hair and twist it, I cringe. Today is a wet, loose, curly hair kind of day. I wish I could change into more comfortable clothes. Business casual sucks. Adulting sucks.

      I apply enough makeup to conceal the dark circles, but I skip the contacts. Wes better not start asking questions because I’m not in the mood to avoid him today like I did yesterday. In the past week, he has pumped more information out of me than anyone has in six years.

      Where is Shaun?

      I wonder what Corbin told the police and social services about his son—or if he ever mentioned him. Unlike me, his children were homeschooled. Was there ever any record of them? I should ask Wes to help me get the police report from that day. What did Corbin say? Why did everyone assume she was my sister? He could’ve made up a story about me and claimed I was Ava, but he didn’t. Why?

      When I was younger and in the thick of it, I played the blame game. I blamed myself for what was happening. Now, I understand that the only person to blame was my mother. Mom was impressed by Corbin’s parenting skills—and his money. He was a single dad who not only worked hard, but also homeschooled his own children. The problem about my mother is that she only saw the sparkly wrapping on the outside. She never asked herself what he did for a living. Olga Lyons thought she was smart. I bet she didn’t question anything. Unless, she didn’t do it until it was too late and that’s why she’s gone.

      Am I a bad person for not being sad about her death?

      I was scared when I heard the news. Even though she didn’t care about me, I was safer when she was alive.

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      Abby Age Fifteen

      “You ate more than you’re allowed to, Abigail.” Mom’s sweet voice disappeared right after Corbin closed her door and walked away from the car.

      Well, Mom, you said I should be nice. Your boyfriend insisted that I had the same as his children.

      Honestly that part creeped me out. He ordered for the three of us.

      “A steak for Shaun,” he turned to Mom giving her a pleasant smile. “He’s growing up.”

      Then he looked at his daughter, who stared at the silverware. “Should I order you a salad, Ava?” She didn’t answer, but rather, remained silent. “I should do that for you girls. You two need to keep your figures.”

      “What do you think, Abby? What would you like to eat today?”

      “The steak sounds good, but also the salmon, and the enchiladas. We can all have the pasta.” I had no idea what had come over me. I only knew that no matter what I ate, there’d be hell to pay when I got home.

      “Steaks for everyone,” he announced looking at Ava. “You better finish it all or you’ll be in trouble.”

      I didn’t care about his warning to Ava; my goal was to eat whatever they brought because I might not get to eat anything else for a week or two. It all depended on how Mom felt about this dinner. I’d never had to compete with other children, in fact she’d never cared about my grades or my plans. But that day, it seemed like she was my number one fan.

      Corbin seemed pleased when he learned that as a sophomore in high school, I was taking college level math. His daughter wasn’t very smart—his words. Not like Shaun. If they were in school, he bet that Shaun would be taking all advance placement classes. But since he’d homeschooled them, at sixteen they were already finished with high school. Shaun took some online classes while Ava had no plans to continue.

      Mom tried to come off as the best mother in the entire metropolitan area. She’d helped me so diligently with math when I was tiny, and it paid off. While she never asked me about my grades, she swore I was a distinguished academic with straight A’s. The woman knew nothing about me. My grades were average, except I excelled in science and math.

      “I won’t let your behavior cloud my night,” Mom continued, pulling away from the parking spot. “This was a good beginning, you know. I have to think about my future too since you won’t always be here.”

      I’m not going anywhere. You are. The house is mine.

      “My lawyer thinks that we can sell the house once you turn eighteen. After that, you’re on your own,” she warned me.

      I wouldn’t put it past her to have a plan for how to make it happen without giving me a dime too. Does social services remove children who are treated like shit by their parents? Fortunately, and unfortunately, I didn’t have bruises or wounds to show for the way my mother treated me. I hoped that the new guy and his family would keep her away from me.

      Although, if that were the case, I’d never eat. Not that I ate much when she was around anyway. She barely bought food for the house. She counted the items she stored in the pantry to make sure I didn’t eat without permission.

      “He works,” Mother continued.

      Finally, one guy who wasn’t a deadbeat living with his mother. I noticed when he paid for the food. His treat, he winked at Mom when the check came.

      “He could be your teacher too. You heard that his children are already done with school.” I was no longer the genius she raised.

      “If they move in with us, you’ll have to share your room with Ava,” she continued daydreaming.

      The road to Thornton from downtown Denver felt eternal as I continued listening to her plans. She told me how adorable it would be to have a little daughter like Ava. Didn’t she notice Ava was sixteen? She dreamt of the perfect marriage to this man who, in her mind, was willing to offer her everything she wanted but never had.

      I never knew my father. No one ever explained to me who he was or why he wasn’t around. My last name is the same as my mother’s and my grandparents’. Did my father offer her this dream and then take it away from her? I had no idea, but sometimes I hoped that this sperm donor would arrive at my doorstep and claim me—treating me like a father should treat his child.

      That night I understood Mom and I weren’t all that different. We both wanted a family. I just didn’t understand what I did to her to make her treat me that way.

      When we arrived at the house she looked at my bare feet. “Where are the shoes I bought you?”

      I lifted my hand, showing them to her. They hurt too damn much. She bought them in a size eight. I’m a size nine.

      “You’re an ungrateful bitch.” She yanked my hair from side to side.

      By the time she stopped, I felt dizzy and my neck hurt. Tears pricked in my eyes, but I didn’t say anything.

      “Tonight, you’re not allowed in your room. Sleep on the floor outside—without a blanket.”

      She pulled the cushions from the couch and the loveseat, locking them inside the coat closet. Then, cranked the air conditioning to sixty-five and left me downstairs shivering for the entire night with a dress that barely covered me. I sat next to the couch, on top of the old carpet and held onto my knees, resting my head against them. Pain throbbed so violently around my skull that I feared that it might crack open. I truly hoped it would so someone would pay attention to what was going on in this house.

      Would things improve if Corbin married her?

      I needed to survive three more years. And then I’d be free.
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      Present Day

      When I arrive at Abby’s place to have breakfast, she opens the door with bleary eyes and slightly slumped shoulders. She didn’t sleep again. And she didn’t let me stay with her. Instead of arguing with her, I hand her the rose I bought for her. She loves that I leave little presents around her office and that I bring her flowers almost daily.

      I get it. It’s the simple details that mean so much. I fall in love with her each time I find a note under my mug wishing me a happy day. Abby loves sticky notes and has them in all kinds of shapes and colors. Her new thing is leaving them around with different messages. Last night she left one on my phone: I’m thinking of you. I had a long meeting, and she got me lunch. The note on it said: I missed you. See you at home.

      It’s been more than a week since she came home, and we started dating. We’re adjusting, and I’m aware there are things we need to discuss, but every time I see her smile I know that this is working out for both of us. This past Monday we decided to take turns preparing breakfast and dinner. I’ve juggled a few things around, but I’ve kept my promise of not staying at work past six thirty.

      “You’re wearing jeans?” She scrunches her nose.

      “Casual Friday,” I remind her. “It’s in the manual. Didn’t you read it?”

      “Only the important stuff, not the dress code. It’s not like I’m going to go to the office dressed like a harlot.”

      “Isn’t that term a little outdated?”

      “Maybe.” She shrugs, opening the door wider. “Grandma used it all the time.”

      I stop in front of her, leaning forward and giving her a peck on the lips.

      “Good morning, Wes,” she smiles at me, giving me a deeper kiss. “I missed you last night.”

      “How did you sleep?” I push her eye glass frames away from her nose and run my thumb along the big bags under her eyes.

      “Okay, I guess. I might accept your offer to stay with me tonight.” She grins. “We could find new ways to tire me out—without counting.”

      We can count how many orgasms you can have before you fall asleep, I want to offer, but instead, I take her into my arms and devour her.

      I’m trying to make up for the time we missed. I owe her years of kisses.

      “Let’s have breakfast. I have a conference call with Sterling.”

      “Why aren’t you meeting him at the office?”

      “He’s preoccupied with something important,” she says walking away from me.

      “It’s smells great,” I catch her up, pulling her toward me and giving her a quick peck on the lips. “What did you make me?”

      Abby’s an amazing cook. It was Mom who initially taught her. In their case, the student surpassed the teacher.

      “Don’t get too excited.” She escapes my grip, rolling her eyes.

      Damn woman, I just want to touch her and she keeps evading me.

      “It’s a quiche I bought at Whole Foods,” she says as she grabs the oven mitts from the kitchen island.

      Abby takes the dish out of the oven and sets it on top of the counter.

      “I was talking about the coffee, but the quiche looks good too. Would you mind serving me a piece, please?” I waggle my eyebrows hoping she’ll serve me while I set up my computer and start working.

      Abby points to the cupboards. “You know where the mugs and the plates are, Ahern. Pour some coffee for me too. I’m going upstairs to change and to send a suggestion to HR. They should make Mondays and Wednesdays casual too … think about it, Ahern. You’d be the most popular boss ever.”

      I chuckle and shake my head. If my father knew about casual Fridays, he’d resurrect himself just to fire me. He liked the elegance of a suit. In the early two thousands, against his own beliefs, he changed the dress code to business casual. Switching that trend to casual every other day like Abby suggests would make him roll over in his grave.

      I serve our coffee, preparing mine with cream and sugar. Abby takes her first cup of the day black. After setting them on the counter, I begin looking for a spatula to serve the quiche. I exhale, shuffling around the contents of the drawers. Abby’s pantry is neatly organized. Every box and can are put away by size and in alphabetical order. I bet she did this at night because she couldn’t sleep. Her silverware and kitchen tools, however, are every which way. There’s no logic or reasoning to why she does what she does. I’d hoped that since she just moved back it would have been different, but some habits never change.

      “Finally,” I say as I snatch the utensil. “Do you need me to organize your kitchen, Lyons?”

      “Are you going to start complaining about my drawers, Ahern?” She says as she’s walking down the stairs.

      “I’d love to mess with your drawers, baby,” I say with a wide smirk.

      “Wes, are you having dirty thoughts about your friend Abby?”

      “Are we still friends?” I arch an eyebrow.

      “I hope so,” she whispers. “Above everything, I never want to lose our friendship.”

      “We won’t,” I promise. “Best friends can become lovers, though.”

      I hold my breath for a few beats, waiting for her reaction. We haven’t talked about taking our relationship that far. In fact, I’m not sure if she’s ready at all. She dated a few times while in college, but the relationships never lasted too long. I don’t want to assume anything, but should I?

      She closes her eyes, exhaling. “Look, you’re going to have to be super patient with me.”

      Abby opens her eyes and gives me a pained look.

      Sex, she mouths.

      “I don’t have any experience in that arena for a reason, Wes,” she continues.

      What happened to you, Abby? I don’t dare ask, instead I try to say something simpler, “Do you want to talk about it?”

      “So much has happened to me, Wes. As you know, I freak out when things change. Being together in that way most likely will change our relationship.” She shakes her head. “Forget it. I shouldn’t have brought that up.”

      She tenses. “What if I have a panic attack in the middle of the act?”

      “Hey, I’m here for you. You lead, and you need to remember that nothing will happen unless you want it to, okay?”

      She presses her lips together tightly and nods. I begin to work as we eat. I usually arrive at the office between six and seven. In that way I can start the day almost at the same time as the East Coast. If I do that, I’d miss this, sharing breakfast with Abby. I look up to her, smiling at her. Having her by my side has changed a lot of things in just a few days, and I’m happy about it.

      When I move my attention from the computer to her, she’s frowning at her empty mug. Without saying a word, I stand up, pour her more coffee, adding a spoon full of sugar with a little milk this time.

      “Thank you.” Her lips turn up into a lovely smile. “You didn’t have to; I was just thinking that …”

      “Hey, it’s me, your best friend Wes. What do you need?”

      “Can we go away for the weekend?” her voice is almost lost.

      “Of course, Abby.” I hop back onto the bar stool, open my email app, and start sending a message to my assistant. “Where do you want to go?”

      “Tahoe.” She exhales, her sigh softly deflating. It’s as if some of the tension has lifted from her back.

      “We’re going to Tahoe, then,” I announce, asking Anita for the plane to be ready at noon. I’d rather arrive early and have a few hours to work facing the lake.

      This might be good for Abby. It’s been a long week. She’s been a little more skittish than usual when we’re out. Last weekend we visited the fresh market by Cherry Creek Mall and she kept looking around. It seems like the ghosts from her past follow her everywhere. I wish I knew what’s going on with her.

      “By the way, I wanted to ask you for a favor, if it’s possible,” she says quietly.

      “Anything for you, Abbs, you know that.”

      “Can you get me the police and autopsy reports about Ava’s death?” The hesitation in her voice doesn’t go unnoticed.

      I nod once, studying her face.

      “Are you sure you want to know about this?”

      “I think so,” she says biting her lip avoiding my gaze.

      “Let me see what I can do,” I ignore the quick twist on my gut. This feels like a bad idea.

      She shrugs a shoulder, looking at the granite counter. “You know, just whatever you can gather would be helpful.” She squints, pressing her lips together.

      I can hear the gears inside her head moving. She’s choosing her words carefully to tell me just what I need to hear while withholding the real reason she wants to go through these documents.

      “Maybe they’ll help me find closure,” she finally says, and the tension in her shoulders increases.

      “It might not be today, but I can try. Mom can tell you the story,” I suggest.

      “Well, you didn’t know about Shaun. Does she?”

      I shake my head but in truth, I’m not sure about Mom’s knowledge. Like Abby, they don’t disclose too much information.

      “See, that’s why I’m wondering what Corbin told the authorities about me and his children.” She shrugs as if she’s just curious.

      Fuck, I’m dying to know the truth.

      “Why did you continue to stay with him after your mother died?”

      “I don’t know,” she says, lowering her gaze. Her fingers playing with the fork as if it were a baton.

      She’s hiding the truth. I’ll let it slide for now. Until she’s comfortable enough, I can’t push her any further. Hopefully, those reports will reveal what she’s been hiding all along. I should find someone to help me search deeper though. I have a bad feeling about this Corbin character.

      How was he able to stay at Abby’s house after her mother died? Did she leave him the house? Finally, the puzzle I’ve been trying to build for years is taking shape. She’s beginning to give me the pieces to put it together.

      “How long were they married?”

      “A little more than a year, my mom fell ill before their one-year anniversary and died not long after,” she says shivering.

      “What happened to her?”

      “I don’t know; we weren’t close but … I’m sure Corbin knows what happened.” Her voice is cold, detached.

      
        
        — — —

        Abby

      

      

      Abby Age Sixteen

      Mom didn’t mention her boyfriend Corbin after our first meeting. She disappeared a lot, but as usual, I never knew where to find her. It surprised me when a few months later she announced her impending nuptials.

      “We’re going to Vegas.”

      For once, my mother’s life excited me. We were going to Vegas. I made a few calculations and wondered if I could get a fake ID and gamble while we were there. If only I had enough money, I could emancipate myself. It was a couple of hours into the planning when I found all the flaws. Even if I learned to count cards, the cameras might catch me. I’d be kicked out of the casinos. If I succeeded, the authorities would want to know how I made that much money—they’d confiscate it or worse—send me to jail.

      Then, I came up with a new plan. What if I were to just run away while in Vegas? Even better, what would happen if I ran away now? Since my mother stayed with Corbin almost every night, there wasn’t anything in the house to eat. Not that I cared. I had two part-time jobs: one at the smoothie bar and the other at the diner a few blocks from home.

      I didn’t need her anymore. She hadn’t paid the electric bill or the water bill. I did. My savings plan was suffering, but I couldn’t wait to turn eighteen. I’d claim the house and the little money that was part of the trust and kick my mother out.

      You can run away and come back when you’re older and stronger. It was a good option, but what if the police found me and brought me back to her. She’d punish me. I decided that running away in Vegas would be safer.

      My plan was set into action the next day, when the Stanley family moved into our house. Ava became my roommate. Shaun used the guest room that was just across the hall from mine. I decided to run away once we arrived in Nevada. Except, it turned out, the only ones going away for the weekend were the bride and the groom.

      “Shaun will take care of you and Ava,” Mom said.

      I can take care of myself, I screamed inside my head.

      That night, Ava spoke to me for the first time.

      “Stay away from Shaun,” she whispered.

      I rolled my eyes. Did she think I had a thing for her brother? The guy creeped me out.

      “Where’s your mom?” I asked her, because these strangers were going to be around for longer than I wanted, and I at least wanted to know if they would be leaving every other week to see their mother.

      “Dead,” she whispered.

      “I’m sorry. How old were you when she died?”

      “I was eight,” she sobbed.

      My heart squeezed as I heard her crying. It had been almost ten years since she lost her mom. I bet she missed her just as much as I missed my grandmother.

      “What happened to her?”

      Chills ran through my body when I heard her mumble something like, Dad didn’t need her anymore.

      But I shook my head, between her low voice and the sobs I thought I must have misheard what she said.
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      “So, do you prefer to stop in Vegas for a shotgun wedding?”

      I jolt at the question, tearing my eyes off the book I’m pretending to read.

      “Seriously, Weston?” I growl at him. “What kind of question is that?”

      I feign annoyance. But in truth, I should be apologizing for being so distant. I just can’t help it. And I know that he hates when I disappear into my mind or when I go into complete silence.

      Wes hates when I’m quiet and brooding.

      He says that it reminds him of the time when I first arrived at the Aherns. He feels like I’m hurt and pushing him away along with everyone else around me. I bet right now he assumes that I’m scared. I’ll deny it, even when he’s right.

      Just empty your mind and don’t think about anyone else but Wes, I order myself

      “The kind of question I ask when you’re not paying attention,” he answers with his signature half smirk and half scowl that scares many but makes me laugh.

      Well, not only laugh. It sucks the air out of my lungs because in a way, it looks really sexy. That’s Wes. A sexy guy in a Henry Cavill kind-of-way. Except Wes doesn’t have a hot British accent.

      “What’s going on, Abby girl?”

      I stare at him. His midnight blue eyes stare at me. He’s studying me, trying to guess what the hell is wrong with Abigail this time. So much for treating me like a normal person. So many things. I’m so wrapped up in what happened earlier today that I wasn’t paying attention to Wes.

      Sterling forgot about our call. He was busy according to his text. For three hours I couldn’t stop thinking about Corbin and Shaun. I was tempted to google them, but afraid of what I would find, I resisted. Then I went to the coffee house … I should stop visiting it on my own.

      Since then, my mind has been on automatic. Packing wasn’t hard since I don’t bring much to Tahoe. My little piece of heaven has a closet full of clothes for all seasons.

      “It’s the turbulence,” I say grabbing onto my seat. “Feels like we’re gliding and not flying.”

      Wes sighs and adjusts himself before setting one foot on top of his opposite knee, his fingers tapping his knee.

      “You have to be a little more convincing. Your acting is terrible,” he says matter-of-factly. “That’s not what’s going on with you.”

      I raise a challenging brow. “If you know what’s going on with me, why are you asking?”

      He shrugs and rakes his dark hair with both hands. “That’s not what I meant. Something happened to you after breakfast. Was it the conversation we had?”

      No, that’s not what’s bothering me. I purse my lips, staring at him. Wait, what conversation? My dear mother’s dead, right. Ugh, I think I need a few drinks. An entire pitcher of daiquiris—blueberry mint or mango pineapple ...

      “See, there you go again, retreating into your own mind.”

      “Maybe just a little,” I admit. “But that doesn’t mean there’s something wrong with me.”

      The pilot announces that we’re free to move around the cabin. Unlike Wes, who unbuckles his seat belt and gets up off the seat, I remain in place. I swear, using commercial airplanes is safer than these little jets. I don’t feel the turbulence as much when we’re traveling in big planes. But then I have to deal with the people around me. At least here, I can freak out and the incident will be forgotten.

      Wes goes to the mini-fridge, taking two bottles of water and two Kaisers, his favorite beer, out of it. It’s like the man can read my mind. Well, not exactly since there’s a huge difference in taste between my favorite fruity-frozen drinks and his sour beer, but I’ll take anything that will help calm my nerves.

      My current anxiety has nothing to do with the unfortunate death of my mother. Maybe Wes thinks that I’m still mourning the bitch. The only part I mourn is that when she left, I realized that I’d been living in heaven compared to what happened after her loss.

      “We should have finished our conversation during breakfast,” he says.

      “I assure you, there’s nothing much to say about her.”

      “We don’t have to have that conversation, but if you want to talk more …” he shrugs and drinks from his beer. “Did anyone help you with the grief?”

      Grief? I don’t think that word is applicable when one loses someone who abuses them. After she got sick, I needed help, but not because of her … I close my eyes, but the only thing I see is him. Just like I did earlier, when I ran downstairs for one of those delicious cupcakes that they sell next door. One moment he was there, sitting in the corner booth watching me, serving me with that creepy smirk I hated.

      I can’t breathe. There’s a pain on the center of my chest. It’s sharp and jabbing, like a knife lodged in my lungs. He’s here. His gaze pinning me, my arms tied. He can’t hurt me.

      I gasp for air, unbuckling my seat belt.

      My hands fly to my neck. I touch it. My throat is so tight, and I can’t scream or ask for help. Don’t speak. If I do, Corbin’s going to kick me in the head. The only place no one notices the bruises.

      I need to get out of here.

      The mind-blowing panic paralyzes me. I draw in a deep breath trying to swallow my fear to show him that I’m not afraid.

      “Abby, breathe for me.” The calm, soothing voice breaks through my thoughts.

      I look at my arms. I’m not tied up.

      “Are you okay?”

      My heart rate is out of control, just like my shaky body. Wes lifts my chin. “Look at me, Abby. Where are you?”

      I look around. “Not home, but with you,” I whisper.

      “Hey, if you’re not feeling well, I can order the pilot to turn around.”

      “Please, don’t do that. I need a break from Denver.”

      It hasn’t been long since I arrived, but I already want to get the fuck out of that place. Away from the monsters.

      I squeeze my eyes shut harder, trying to calm myself. It’s impossible. He’s back, and I swear he’s watching me. But who is he? Corbin or Shaun. Maybe both. Or is it just my imagination? No, I swear I’ve been seeing them. I’m almost sure that Shaun was at the café earlier today. He’s much older, but that gaze. I would recognize it anywhere. There was a guy leaning against the wall of the coffee shop. He was there one second and the next, he was gone. My legs wobble as I remember the way I’ve been feeling all week.

      Someone is watching me.

      Am I going crazy?

      “Abby, look at me. You have to go to a therapist,” he pleads. The desperation in his eyes makes me reach for his face. “This … whatever it is you have, it’s getting worse.”

      Is it getting worse?

      I break eye contact. He’s right. Everything that’s happening to me is just inside my head. Nothing is real. I’m feeling like people are following me, and I’m losing my fucking mind because I haven’t dealt with the past. How do I start? I close my eyes and look at the girl lying on the floor, crying, broken after another night of torture. She’s trying to forget. Why is it that she can’t just leave everything behind and start anew?
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      After a two-hour flight, we land at Reno International airport. Unlike the other times since Wes bought the house in Tahoe, my car isn’t in the parking lot. When we pick up the rental, Wes makes a passing comment that he should just buy a car. He suggests going to town and checking out the dealerships. If he can’t find anything suitable, we’ll order something in Denver and have it brought to Tahoe. He’s ridiculous, but I remain quiet.

      I’m not sure why is it that I’m not talking. Is it because my body continues to tremble in fear? Maybe it’s because I’m afraid that I’ll tell Wes more than I want to confess. I’m on the verge of breaking down and this time I might say more than I should. There’s nothing coherent I could share with him that doesn’t involve my old life. My mind is stuck in the past.

      It’s like a horror movie continues to play in my head on repeat. No one is there to push the stop button, to take the disc out of the player or to unplug the cord. I relive every day, every scene, and every word. Every night I fought, and once I lost the battle, I tried to disassociate. But most nights it was impossible.

      The road lies before us like an asphalt ribbon. One that has been worn over time. A white line runs down the center, relatively unbroken. I admire the evergreens and whitewashed boulders. Ponderosa pines, California redwoods, and Douglas firs tower over us. For a moment, I wish I could be like either one of them. An unmoving rock that withstands seasons and disasters. But if given a choice, I’d rather be one of the trees. No matter the season or the circumstances, they retain their foliage.

      Most evergreen trees lose their leaves, but they do it gradually—not many notice those changes. I’m more like a seasonal plant that dries if it’s too hot and loses her shit with some gusty winds.

      We continue going forward. I fiddle with the radio, finding the 90s alternative station that Wes loves. I close my eyes, holding onto the quartz bracelet he gave me, counting while listening to “6th Avenue Heartache” by The Wallflowers. The guitar screeches while Jakob Dylan talks about the homeless guy who used to live right below his window and life in the big city. It goes on about how the weight of the world is crushing him.

      The singer sees people around him, yet he’s alone. This isn’t the kind of song I was expecting to hear while trying to find my footing. I can relate so much to it. I’m surrounded by evergreens, yet I feel like the last dandelion that’s about to lose its seeds. Even when I have Weston Ahern by my side, there are days that I feel lonely and out of place.

      If I could, I would stay in Tahoe for the rest of my life. It’s surrounded by everything that I love. The clarity of the lake that’s nestled amidst the Sierras where I can stay hidden forever. With the log cabin architecture and the mom-and-pop businesses, the inviting small-town feel makes me want to stay here forever.

      “Enough with the sadness,” Wes changes the radio station.

      I snort as “I Feel Like I’m Drowning” by Two Feet begins to play. It’s as if the radio stations know my mood. He ends up finding some electronic tune I’ve never heard on one of the pop stations that I always avoid because they keep playing the same popular songs over and over again. They remind me of Shaun, that was his favorite music. He liked to listen to it while … my stomach becomes queasy.

      “Stop the car,” I order. “I can’t breathe.”

      I hold my stomach gasping for air. His voice, the music, her pleas. I can hear them all inside my head.

      “We’re almost there,” he pushes the pedal lowering the windows and turning on the air conditioning to the max. “Breathe, Abby. You’re with me, remember.”

      As we arrive at the house, I open the car door and end up throwing up in the grass.

      “Abby.”

      Wes holds my hair back while I heave.

      “Sorry,” I say. Tears pour down my cheeks.

      I sit back in the grass, wiping my mouth with the back of my hand, and Wes drops right by my side.

      “This isn’t normal,” he mumbles. “How can I help you?”

      “I’m fine.” My voice is shaky.

      His fingers are in my hair, and I flinch from the pain and embarrassment. He touches my scalp, and I’m sure he can feel the scabs. I close my eyes, bend my legs, and rest my forehead on top of my knees, hugging myself tightly. Wishing I could disappear. Now he knows that I’m back to hurting myself.

      “Abby.” His voice cracks.

      He’s hurting; I can feel it in my heart. I want to channel some courage, find the brave Abigail Lyons who could withstand any pain, but I remain motionless.

      “Are you two okay or just making out on the grass?” Sterling’s voice comes from somewhere around us. It has a hint of mockery.

      “Fuck off,” Wes says, his voice shaking with fury.

      “That’s disgusting, Terry, stop,” Sterling says. “You don’t eat human puke!”

      I lift my head opening my eyes to find a tiny gray dog with pretty blue eyes who is fighting Sterling’s hold.

      “Hey,” I greet him.

      He stares at me and then looks at Wes.

      Wes’ eyes narrow and his eyebrows pull together. “Since when do you have a dog?”

      “It’s a long story,” he answers, extending his hand toward me. “Come on, Abigail. You look like shit. I’ll get you some Perrier water.”

      Hesitant, I allow him to help me off the ground. I stare at the grass, trying to figure out what is happening to me. I swallow the bile in my throat, take a deep breath, and finally find my stupid strength.

      “I’m just going to take a shower,” I announce, walking ahead of them.

      This time Wes walks right behind me. My plan is to close the bathroom door to avoid talking to him.

      “You’ve never been this …” his voice trails as I speed to the bathroom.

      But the man whose long legs are used to running five miles a day catches up to me and holds the door open.

      “We have to talk about what happened, Abigail,” he says firmly. “It’s killing me to see you like this. You’re hurting yourself again.”

      Am I supposed to tell him that I feel like someone is following me? That’s delusional. If he finds out what happened to me he’s never going to see me in the same way.

      “I need to take a shower,” I say in a frail voice I barely recognize.

      “Change your clothes. Let’s go swimming,” he orders. “In the meantime, I’m calling the office. We’re staying here for the next couple of weeks.”

      “We don’t have to stay longer than the weekend,” I say, but in reality, I want to thank him and ask him to make this my permanent address.

      “You have a company to run,” I protest, knowing how hard it was for him to move his schedule for today and Monday.

      A part of me regrets this trip while the other is already relaxing knowing that I’m physically safe. If only I can convince my mind that I’m not in danger.

      “You’re more important than the company,” he says softly. His hand caresses my face and I close my eyes for one moment, letting my guard down.

      Suddenly, his muscular arms envelope my body. Those big hands draw circles on my back, he whispers in my ear loving words. “I will never let anything happen to you again,” he assures me. “No one will hurt you—not even yourself. We’re going to work through this, Abby.”

      I let myself believe that he can fix it the way he does with everything else. Will he be able to erase those bitter, painful moments?

      “We should rest,” he offers.

      I don’t fight him. We walk toward the bed, and we lay on top of it. He taps my arm rhythmically as he counts. My head rests on top of his chest. I listen to his heart and close my eyes, concentrating on the soothing sound and his voice.

      “Tell me what you want from me,” he mumbles, kissing the top of my head. “I’ll give you all I can. My soul, if that’s what you need to be whole.”

      The sadness in his heart breaks me a little more, and it upsets me too, because I know I’m the one bringing him down. For him, I should stop this nonsense. As my eyes begin to close I promise myself to be stronger for him. I want to be a redwood tree or a big boulder that he can lean on.
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      It’s always hard to leave Abby’s side after she’s had a panic attack. I stayed with her for as long as I could, but I needed to shower and arrange my schedule for the next couple of weeks. I sent an email to the board informing them that I’d be working away from the office for the next month. After pressing send, I regretted offering to go back if there’s an emergency. In their minds, everything related to the company is urgent. That’s not the truth. They just like to get paid for the hours they clock in during the meetings.

      An email pops up almost immediately. One of the members reminds me that we’re shopping for an investment bank and preparing the initial public offering. I should be in the office, working on the documents we have to send to the banks and to the NYSE. These men are pushing me over the edge. I send an email to my lawyer. We should revise the contracts of the board members and change their roles and payments.

      Mom and I argue about the company and the initial public offer every time we’re on the phone.

      “If you don’t want to sell, at least stop the IPO,” Mom suggested. “The stress of going public killed your father.”

      “He had a heart condition, ate poorly, and never exercised, Mom.”

      “Either way, I don’t see the point of continuing something you’re not passionate about. Fire the board and put a stop to that nonsense.”

      “I thought you stopped this nonsense. Why restart it again?”

      After he died I put the idea on hold. There were other pressing matters, like Mom’s emotional health and a few mergers that required my immediate attention. But it’s time to continue Dad’s vision. He wanted to see his company on the market. The morning we fought about my future, he told me.

      “One day, I want to turn on my computer and check the New York Stock Exchange. See those initials going to the top.”

      He assured me that without me he couldn’t take Ahern Inc. where he wanted it to be. He’d never be capable of achieving his dream. This time, I won’t let him down. At any cost, this company will become what he dreamed it would before he died.

      “You’re complicating everything and letting yourself down, Weston,” Mom said yesterday morning.

      She’s right. It’d be easier to fire the board and transition the company into my own vision. I click on my document files and open my personal folder where I saved the drafts of the company I planned to open a couple of years back. Slowly, I open each document. The mission statement was ready, along with the competitor analysis, the financial planning, and the market research. An entire business model that took me almost a year to create sits in the cloud waiting to be deleted.

      “You’re a control freak.” Sterling who is a petulant twenty-five-year-old man-child takes away my laptop.

      “What’s wrong with you?” I arch an eyebrow crossing my arms.

      He sets the computer close to the sink, and I pray to God that he doesn’t do anything stupid because I will make him pay. But instead of turning on the water and drowning it like he did to my Game Boy when I was nine, he just leans against the counter and crosses his arms.

      “I assume that you’re here to relax—with Abby. Why in the fuck are you working?”

      “That’s none of your business,” I answer and point at his dog. “Why do you have a dog?”

      He can barely take care of himself. I don’t see how he can take care of another living creature.

      “I’m puppy sitting,” he says, watching the chubby pup walk around the kitchen searching for crumbs. “That’s why I decided to come here for the week. My house is too dangerous for this little guy.”

      Well, at least he’s responsible enough to know that his home is dangerous with all the pieces of metal he acquires at junkyards, the dried clay lying around on the floor, and the tools that are everywhere. That place isn’t safe for anyone, not even my brother. I’ve told him several times that he needs to find a studio or a new apartment. He doesn’t care one bit and just rolls with what he believes is right.

      Some days I wonder what it would be like to be him. He isn’t the brattish asshole I grew up with, but he’s still selfish. He doesn’t follow the rules. Unlike me, he does whatever he wants regardless of the consequences. Live and let die is his motto. He has the means to do whatever he wants to, and for the most part, he does.

      Sterling doesn’t have to prove himself to anyone. Mom and Dad loved him because he’s theirs. Although they assured me that I was just like Sterling, I tried my best to be what they wanted—and needed. I worked hard to show them my gratitude and, even when I fucked up several times, I tried my best to abide by their rules. It would’ve been so easy to forget my origins and believe that everything I had was mine to take and do what I wanted with.

      “I debated between lending the pup to Abbs or coming to Tahoe,” he says as an afterthought.

      Looking at the pup, I’m sure that Abby would’ve loved caring for him. She’s always saying that it’d be nice to have a dog or a cat, or both if she had more time. I miss that Abby though. The one who was free, open, and always smiling. My mission is to bring her back, and if necessary, I’ll convince her to stay here permanently. It’ll fucking hurt, but it pains me more to see her suffer.

      A feeling of disappointment brews in my chest. Every fucking plan I make goes up in flames for one reason or another. I toss my head back, close my eyes, and take a deep breath. Dad, if you’re up there, send me a sign about what to do, please. He always had answers. At least, that’s how I remember him. Would he tell me to stop dreaming and dedicate my life to his company?

      Enough about the company, and Abby’s breakdown. I crack my neck and stand up for a beer, offering one to my brother.

      “Who are you sitting for?” I focus on my conversation with Sterling.

      “For my neighbor. He’s getting married tomorrow.” He shrugs then shoots me an inquisitive gaze. “What’s up with dear Abby?”

      I shake my head because I’ve never seen her this bad before. She had a nervous breakdown or a full-blown panic attack on the plane, and as we were arriving, she began heaving. I’m not sure if she caught a bug or her body is giving up after not sleeping for almost a week.

      “Your guess is as good as mine,” I answer as honestly as I can.

      The clues she’s been hinting at about her past add to the puzzle, and yet they don’t make much sense. I’m not an expert, but I’m thinking that her mind is finally begging for help after all these years. It’s my understanding that she didn’t have any emotional support after her mother died. Abby didn’t allow mom or any therapist into her mind after Ava died either. Something’s gotta give and now, here we are on the edge. What’s going to happen to her if she doesn’t seek out professional help?

      She never grieved her mom or her stepsister. I still don’t know how close she was to Ava, but if they shared the same room, at some point they must have become sisterly, maybe even best friends.

      “Is she having nightmares?” Sterling asks with a serious voice that he barely uses.

      “They’re back all right,” I nod. “It’s like the Abby from California disappeared and the one who came home six years ago is back.”

      “Obviously, I know shit about mental stuff,” Sterling twists the cap off the beer and takes a few gulps.

      “You surprise us with your knowledge, when you want to share it.” I say teasingly, waiting for some stupid remark.

      “She’s a textbook case of PTSD,” he says ignoring my comment. “That doesn’t go away. It’s a permanent condition. The goal isn’t to forget the trauma because that’s impossible, but instead make it easier to deal with so it won’t affect her life negatively.”

      “In other words, she suppressed it?”

      He nods twice, his face totally serious.

      “She was able to keep it in the back of her mind, but,” he pauses, looking down for a few seconds before his eyes find mine, “The girl returned to the scene of the crime so to speak. Every memory she suppressed rushed back within seconds.” He snaps his fingers.

      I scrub two hands over my face, exhaling sharply. He’s right, I know it in my gut. She told me a few days back that she returned to Denver for me.

      “If it’s okay with you, she might work from here,” I say out loud.

      “It’s fine by me, but for how long?”

      “What is fine by you, Sluggy?” Abby’s voice resonates through the house. My gaze lifts and I find her coming down the stairs.

      “I heard that you’re taking a long vacation in Tahoe, Absters.”

      “Wow, you haven’t called me that in a long time,” she says, smiling at the puppy who is waiting for her at the bottom of the staircase.

      Abby sits on the first step and starts petting the little guy. “You’re a handsome boy. I should take you away from Sterling.”

      “He’s not mine,” my brother warns her.

      “That explains why he’s alive.” Abby sticks out her tongue and stands up. “If you ever plan on having a pet, try a virtual fish.”

      She marches toward me, rising on her tiptoes and kissing my lips. “Thank you for earlier.”

      I take her in my arms giving her a deeper kiss, before we’re interrupted by my brother’s loud cough.

      “Are you okay, Slugger?” Abby frowns.

      “What the fuck?” Sterling walks toward us and pushes me away from Abby. “What are you doing? She’s like my little sister.”

      “I assume that you haven’t told him yet.” Abby arches an eyebrow, tilting her head to the side and crossing her arms.

      Before I can speak, my brother does, “So, he finally manned up and made a move on little Abby.”

      “Ugh, you make it sound like some weird taboo,” Abby complains sucking on her lip. “I’m not a kid.”

      He looks at her from top to bottom and grins. “You’re right. I should have made a move before this one did.”

      “Sterling,” I warn him.

      “Chill, Weston! I’m just joking. Don’t give me that murderous look.” He walks toward the couch and picks up a leash. “I’m walking Terry while you two make out.”

      As he marches toward the entry, he stops and says, “Stay away from the terrace in the main room. I’ll let you know when you can go out there.”

      Abby scrunches her nose but doesn’t say anything. I’m surprised she’s not going to check on her terrace. I bet Sterling let the dog use it when he wanted to skip the dog-walks.

      “We should get a puppy,” Abby suggests as she watches the dog walking away. “There are plenty of trails where we can walk him.”

      “Are you sure you have time for a puppy?”

      “We can have a puppy-pen in the office.” Her wide, playful smile is back.

      “How’s your stomach?”

      She twists her mouth and says, “Sorry about earlier. The flight and …” She touches her belly. “I’m not sure why I got sick.”

      “Hey, you don’t need to apologize.” I turn around and open the refrigerator grabbing a bottle of Perrier. “Here, let me make you something light. You must be hungry.”

      “What would I do without you, Ahern?” She gives me a peck on the lips, opens the bottle, and drinks it down.

      “Do you think it’s a bug or something else?” I ask as I search for the deli meat and mayonnaise to prepare a sandwich.

      I’m glad I called the management service earlier to ask them to stock the fridge and make sure the house was clean.

      “I’ve been edgy lately. It could’ve been a nervous breakdown.” Her thoughtful voice makes me look her way. She’s staring at the window, her gaze totally lost. “There are a lot of little things that are triggering my memories.”

      I hold my tongue because there are too many questions I want to ask. What really happened to you, Abby? That’s the main one. If I begin inquiring, she’s going to shut down. I decide to keep quiet and listen to what she has to say.

      “It’s like …” She shivers and rubs her arms. “Sometimes I feel like someone is watching me. Following me.”

      I grasp the edge of the counter, my heart beating fast. Who could be watching her and why?

      Abby shakes her head. “It sounds crazy,” she continues. “Most likely, it’s my mind playing tricks on me.”

      “Who do you think would follow you, Abbs?”

      “Never mind,” she says absently. “It’s probably all in my head. A few days in paradise should erase the bad dreams.”

      Her dismissal doesn’t sit well with my stomach. We can try to search for a specialist later. My goal for the next few days is to make sure that she relaxes and forgets all about Denver. I need to find that witty girl I fell in love with. She’s somewhere underneath the storm raging inside her.

      “After you have something to eat, we can spend a few hours at the pool,” I suggest preparing more sandwiches for Sterling and me. “You can forget everything that happened to you in the past two weeks.”

      “That’s crazy talk. I wouldn’t want to forget them.” She takes the plate and sets it on the kitchen island. “It’s been difficult, but I’ll take all of that if it means I’m with you, Wes.”

      My lips part in a grin. She chooses me over the pain she’s bearing. Heat radiates from my chest. I wish I could tell her how much that means to me. Even better, I’d take her to bed and show her how much she means to me. I’d love her slowly and carefully.

      I wrap my arm around her and pull her closer. I kiss her forehead. Her eyes are closed. Her lips are parted, her breathing slow and even. I tilt her head to the side taking her mouth with mine. Her tongue meets mine. Her arms go around my waist and through my kiss I tell her every word I can’t say. How much I love her and need her. That if I could, I’d give my life so that she could stop suffering.
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      The sun is about to drop below the horizon. Abby leans against the railing, staring at the Tahoe sky. Streaks of orange, purple, and rose paint the evening. She loves the sunsets here. The colorful shades washing the trees and the lake with a golden glow. She’s always saying that people are like sunsets. Unique and each one beautiful on its own.

      “Grandma made a point to watch them every day,” Abby says absently.

      “Them?”

      “The sunsets,” she chuckles and shakes her head. “Grandma used to say that no matter how bad the day was, the beauty of the setting sun could erase it.”

      “You’re right. There’s no two alike.”

      “Hey, gorgeous,” I call after her, lifting my phone and taking a picture of her.

      The halo of light around her makes her look like an angel. She’s my own beautiful sunset.

      “What else do you remember about your grandmother?”

      She bites on her lip while exhaling deeply. “I lived with her from the time I was little. Mom moved back home with her right after I was born. A couple of days later she left saying that she was too young to deal with me.”

      “How old was she?”

      “Twenty-eight.” She shrugs, turning around and staring at the now dark horizon.

      “Sorry.”

      The trauma from being ditched by a parent never goes away. There’s always that inner child wondering “what is wrong with me?” Believing I must have done something terrible to be left behind—I must be unlovable.

      “It’s all good. Grandma was amazing with me. She taught me how to count. We would count steps, marbles, rocks, and while we rode the bus we’d count cars.”

      I hold on to the new pieces she’s giving me. Counting soothes Abby, and now I know the connection. Just like the importance of watching the sunsets.

      “What happened to her?”

      Abby turns around, tilts her head to the side, and exhales sharply. “Respiratory complications.”

      “Who took care of you afterwards?”

      “My mother had to come back.” She looks at me for several seconds, her lips pressed together. “Look, things weren’t pretty after Grandma died, and I’d rather not talk about my past. Can we talk about something else, please?”

      “Did I upset you?”

      “I feel like you’re psychoanalyzing me all the time,” she pauses, “It’s clear that our friendship has changed. We’re in this new and different relationship where we’re finding out if we can be more than friends.”

      “We are more,” I clarify. “I know you, but I want to know more about you.”

      “Be patient and let me tell you my story at my own pace, please.”

      Be patient? I’m a fucking saint.

      Does she have any idea how much I’m holding back for her. When I’m with someone, I’m demanding as fuck. Not that I’ve been with any other women in the past couple of years, however, before Abby, I’d be fucking the girl by the second date. But by the fifth date I’d usually already fucked up royally and had to move on. The big difference between Abby and every other girl I’ve dated is that I never considered getting to know them. They weren’t casual fucks, but I didn’t plan on having a serious, long-lasting relationship with them either.

      In fact, I can’t remember the last time I’ve taken a woman out on a date. If I wasn’t working, I spent most of my nights on the phone with Abby, unless I flew to Berkeley to spend the weekend with her, or we were here in Tahoe. My heart starts to palpitate when I realize that for the past few years I’ve been dating Abigail Lyons, just doing so without an official title.

      “What are you thinking, Weston?”

      “When was the last time you went out on a date?” I smirk, waiting for her to catch up with me.

      We’re those kind of friends, and now that kind of couple. The kind who know what the other is thinking. We finish each other’s sentences. This new turn of events could mean that I can push things further a lot faster. Then, I remember that earlier today she told me that she wanted to take it slow when it comes to sex.

      If sex is a trigger for her, it’s a red flag. She never made it clear if it’s changing the dynamic of our relationship or the act itself that makes her hesitant. Mom should’ve pushed for more information when Abby came to us. If something bad happened to her, I don’t know what I’ll do. I close my eyes tight taking a few deep breaths.

      “So, when was your last date?” I repeat the question, relaxing as much as I can. Trying to untie the knot that’s formed in my stomach.

      “Formal?” She scrunches her nose. “I haven’t dated in a long time. Between school, work, traveling with you, and your visits, the only person I’ve been going out with for the past couple of years is you.”

      Her eyes open wide in surprise at the realization.

      “In a way, we’ve been dating since you came back from your year abroad,” I say with a smirk and rise from my seat. “Even there I visited you often. We spent long weekends together either in or around England.”

      “That’s … true.” She’s speechless, but I see the flash of amusement behind her eyes.

      “There’s a difference though,” I take her into my arms, pulling her tightly against my body, “Now, I can kiss you whenever I want.”

      I grab her sweet, beautiful face and kiss her. Her mouth feels like heaven, soft as a cloud. It’s a kiss that makes my head reel. I claim her spirit and hope to win her heart. A small whimper escapes from her lips into my mouth as my tongue thrusts inside her. I tangle my fingers through her wavy hair, claiming her. The real world disappears, melting away like a dream. We embrace in our special place, cocooned from the outside and reality. Just Abby and me.

      This moment is everything I wanted. Yet, it’s not enough. I still want more of her.

      All of her.

      Controlling myself is getting so fucking hard. I swear, staying emotionally close but physically apart requires a particular skill. For the near future I’ll practice the art of balancing lust against patience. I’m sure it’s possible. I’ve been carrying this need for so long. Years.

      Still, I’ll wait and give her the necessary space to become accustomed to the idea of us as a couple. It’s not easy to transition from best friends to a couple, and hopefully soon, to lovers.

      Fuck. I can’t wait to get deep inside her. My lips demand more from her, and she complies, not by submitting but by matching the intensity of the kiss. The need in me is too much and too fucking hard to control.

      I want to fuck her raw.

      Hard.

      I can’t resist the desire boiling under my skin.

      Slow, I remind myself.

      Fucking slow down. This is sweet, Abby.

      She’s inexperienced, that’s what I gather from her request about going slow. Even if every nerve in my body is screaming to get her naked and, on her back, I must pace myself on how we take things to the next level.

      I suck on her bottom lip hard before pulling myself away from her. It’s so fucking difficult to take it slowly. Maybe it’s the hardest challenge I’ve come across in a long time. I want to spend an eternity tasting her lips and loving her as she comes undone in my arms.

      She gasps for air, her eyes shining with lust. My dick gets harder as she licks her full lips and stares at my crotch. Down boy. I take a deep breath, staring at the ceiling for a few beats.

      “That was impressive,” she says with a throaty voice. “You’re a good kisser, Ahern. I might want you to show me your skills more often.”

      “At your service, my lady.” I wink at her.

      She smiles, her eyes brighten, and my heart beats fast. I brush some strands of hair away from her face and kiss the tip of her nose. It’s clear that she’s doing better. Her eyes look rested; her shoulders aren’t stiff. It’s been a good day so far. After she ate her sandwich, we swam a few laps in the pool and went out for a walk with Terry. Abby took a second nap while I worked for a couple of hours. When she woke up, she prepared a pitcher of blackberry mint daiquiris and a platter of strawberries.

      “Tahoe agrees with you,” I say, staring into her beautiful eyes.

      “We should live here,” she suggests, batting her eyelashes.

      She says it lightly, but I can tell there’s some truth behind her request. This is her favorite spot in the entire world.

      “If we did, what would we do for a living?”

      “Anything. The sky is the limit.” She tilts her head slightly toward the horizon. “You could develop games, and I’ll be your bookkeeper. We can work here by the dock, or even here on the terrace. Wear shorts, eat strawberries all day, and drink daiquiris too. Even adopt a dog.”

      “It gets cold during winter,” I remind her.

      “You’re no fun, Ahern.” She scrunches her nose at my computer. “Are you done for the day?”

      I nod but go back to my computer to check my email one last time. I print the reports I received from the Ava Stanley deal and close my laptop.

      “My guy came through. I have the information you asked for,” I announce.

      She tilts her head, sucking on her lower lip. “I didn’t know you had a guy.” She wiggles her eyebrows. “Is he cute?”

      “How much have you drank, Abbs?”

      “I’m tipsy.” She shrugs. “What are you talking about?”

      “The police reports. Do you want to read them?”

      “Nah, I’m not drunk enough to read his lies or take a walk down memory lane,” she says and gasps, clamping her lips shut.

      The comment makes my fingers itch. I want to grab the report and read it from beginning to end until I can piece together the puzzle that is Abigail’s past.

      “We should take a break from all that,” she says, absently.

      Her forehead wrinkles and she grabs her quartz bracelet. “What are we doing tonight?”

      “It’s date night. Go out for dinner and come back to watch a movie, like we do every Friday,” I tell her, taking her hand and leading her toward the office that’s next to the master bedroom.

      “Hmm.” She snatches her hand away from my grip and eyes me suspiciously. “We’re not counting all those years as dating, Ahern. You’re not telling our grandchildren that we’ve been together since my sophomore year of college.”

      The straps of her flouncy top fall off her shoulders, distracting me from her comment. Our grandchildren. I can only focus on the fabric that barely covers the areolas of her plump breasts. My dick hardens with the thought of sucking the tips of those beautiful tits. Fuck. My pants shrink as my cock thickens pressing against the zipper.

      “Are you okay, Ahern?”

      “Never been better,” I say, fixing her top. “Why don’t you get ready?”

      “We could stay home and eat on the terrace.”

      Though I love the idea of staying home, I’d rather not be anywhere near a bed with this beauty. My self-control is running thin.

      “Be ready in an hour, Lyons,” I say, picking up the documents from the printer and then heading to my bedroom.

      “Bossy!” she yells. She then walks away.

      “You love it when I’m bossy.”

      “No, but I accept you the way you are, Ahern.” She blows me a kiss and goes into her room.
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      I arrived home around midnight. I didn’t notice anything different when I drove into the garage, but panicked when I heard the commotion coming from inside the house—the screams, the wailing. My heart beat as I thought of my girls being in danger. They weren’t mine, but I loved them both as if they were. When I came out of the garage, there was a man lying on the ground. Bleeding on the sidewalk.

      I put down the report, shaking my head. It feels wrong to be reading it without Abby present. Though, so far, Corbin Stanley’s testimony has all my attention. I focus on our upcoming date instead. The online app to make the reservations doesn’t work, but I’m able to talk to the manager. After going through my closet, I decide on a pair of jeans, a dark jacket and a button-down shirt.

      In the bathroom, there’s a heart shaped sticky note on the mirror.

      Thank you for being my person. A

      I’ve got no idea when she did this, but I love finding these simple notes around my house and in the office. The sweet gesture however doesn’t take away the gravity of the documents on top of my credenza.

      Would it be okay to read it before Abby does? The truth is that I have no fucking idea how she’ll react once she reads through it, or how she’ll feel if I read it before she does. If going through the documents feels like violating her trust, then why the fuck am I staring at the papers? I worry that whatever it says might affect her. It might take a toll on her emotional and mental health.

      “Ready, Ahern?” Her voice comes through my closed door.

      I shove them inside my drawer deciding we are going to focus on ourselves for the next couple of weeks. The past, her stepfather, and anything that happened that night isn’t going to tamper with our time together. I put on my watch, grab my cell, the box containing a charm I bought for her, and the car keys before leaving my room.

      She’s going to love what I got her. I want the entire night to be perfect. I made a reservation at Edgewood, one of her favorite restaurants in the area. The manager promised to have her table ready—the one next to the fire place with an astonishing view of the lake.

      “So that’s how this is going to be? You’re just leaving me to fend for myself?” Sterling can’t disguise the smirk on his face.

      “We could bring him along,” Abby suggests.

      The selfless soul is falling for his antics.

      “There’s frozen pizza. Or you can order online,” I say handing him the takeout menus.

      “We’re in the middle of nowhere,” he says with a low voice. “It’s fine. I can go a night without dinner.”

      Abby shakes her head and goes to the kitchen. “Linda spoiled you.” She turns on the oven pulls out a frozen meal from the freezer and her little notepad.

      “Here, Slugger,” she scribbles and hands him a note. “You can follow the instructions. I’ll make sure to bring you a piece of chocolate cake on our way back.”

      “Thank you, my sweetest friend.” He blows her a kiss.

      “If I had to choose between the two of you, I’d keep her.” He gives me a glance and marches toward the kitchen.

      “Ready?” I grab Abby’s hand and kiss the back of it. “You look gorgeous.”

      “The word is fucking-hot, big brother.”

      “That’s two words,” Abby corrects him. “You should work on your lines. Maybe one day you’ll find the one.”

      He glares at her. “Who the fuck said I ever wanted to settle down? That shit isn’t for me. You two kids have fun.”

      “My, aren’t we a little defensive tonight?” She mumbles under her breath.

      “You do look hot.”

      Edible. She wears a long flouncy dress. The fabric is see-through. Under it, she wears a low cut, sleeveless top and a mini skirt that defines her curves and allows me to see her toned legs. Her wavy hair cascades down her back.

      “You don’t look so bad yourself, Wes.” She smiles at me. “But you always look hot no matter what.”

      “Hmm?” I arch an eyebrow. “You think I’m hot?”

      “Good looking at best,” she says disregarding her first comment. “Who really cares about a tall, lean, muscular guy with dreamy deep-blue eyes?” She shakes her head. “Not me, obviously.”

      “I should’ve done this a long time ago,” I say opening the door of the Jeep. I lower my head and take her mouth with mine, kissing her deeply.

      She tastes like strawberries, and I want to lick the rest of her—feast on her. I stop myself before I lose control of my body and do something stupid. Like take her right here, on top of the car.

      “You know those times I’ve baked, and you try to control yourself, but instead you eat almost the entire cake in one sitting?” she asks as she climbs in the car.

      “Uh-huh,” I say, staring at her.

      “Afterwards your face turns red with embarrassment, yet your eyes are satiated, like you just ate a piece of heaven.”

      “Your baking is like a piece of heaven,” I reiterate and close her door.

      When I get in the car and turn on the engine she says, “Well, that’s the same face you make after you kiss me.”

      I laugh, pretending that her analogy makes no sense. But deep down, I know what she’s talking about. That’s precisely what happens to me when I kiss her.

      “Well, I promise not to eat you in one sitting.” I stop at the sign and glance at her. “Just yet.”

      She stretches her neck and kisses my jaw. “We’ll see.”
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      Edgewood is one of my favorite restaurants. Wes and I come every time we visit Tahoe. The food is incredible, but what I love the most is the fire pit outside on the terrace and the view of the lake. Dinner isn’t any different from before. We usually have artichoke hearts as an appetizer. Wes orders the French onion soup—his favorite. I eat the bacon spinach salad. It’s not that I’m a salad girl, I’m actually a bacon girl. And the bacon they use is crispy and flavorful. Bacon is one of my weaknesses; my favorite food. Every dish in the world should include bacon. Life is better with a daily dose of bacon.

      Over dinner, we talk about the weekend and how to include Sterling. Wes likes to pretend that Sterling annoys him, when in fact he enjoys having his brother close by. Since their father’s death, they’ve become closer. Last year, Sterling moved back to Colorado, and he’s trying to be a part of Wes’ life. Even when he seems like the selfish brat who doesn’t give a shit about life, he still adores and looks up to his older brother.

      “Dessert?” Wes asks, pushing back a plate that contains nothing more than a lobster shell.

      “Not for me,” I sigh looking at the delicious choices. “They need to add a gluten-free option. It’s not that hard.”

      He reaches out his hand to me, entwining our fingers. “We could order ice cream if you want.” Wes kisses my knuckles. “There’re plenty of strawberries at home and chocolate. We could eat them on the terrace.”

      “The terrace?” I stutter as my cheeks heat up.

      My core tightens as I remember the kiss he gave me back there. Before today, his kisses had been gentle, soft, and patient.

      Tonight though, after we watched the sunset, he took me into his arms and without a word, his lips were on me, his hands tangled in my hair, his tongue thrusting into my mouth. I sucked in a breath, and my body froze for a second because I was caught off guard by his roughness. But his scent and raspy moans reminded me that I was safe with him. The kiss was intense, desperate—even demanding and bossy.

      I let him take me as he wanted. Actually, I matched his rhythm and greediness. It might have been the four daiquiris I drank, or the powerful kiss that made me feel bold, but either way, it quieted my mind to the point that I allowed myself to just enjoy it. An intense fire burned deep inside me. His hands went to my hips. He pressed my body against his. I felt weak; my legs nearly collapsed. Our mouths continued dancing with one another, the same way our bodies do when we’re at a party or a nightclub.

      When he stopped, I whimpered at the loss, but I was thankful that he was able to stop. I’ve got no idea what would’ve happened had he continued.

      He’s like eating a soft, warm, fresh-out-of-the-oven croissant. I want to spread butter and jelly on him and lick it. But I know that croissants contain gluten, and I’m allergic to them. Just like I know that my past experiences won’t allow me to be with him the way normal couples do. It already happened once, in college. I was at a frat party making out with a guy, and when his cold hand touched my stomach, I began to scream, and begged him to leave me alone.

      That’s the only time I ever allowed anyone to touch me like that. My dates before Wes were just friendly meetings where I pretended to be interested, but I always ended up going home, grabbing my phone, and calling my best friend Wes instead.

      “What are you thinking?” He places a strand of hair behind my ear. “You suddenly went quiet, but you look a little flushed.”

      “You’re amazing,” I say, squeezing his hand. “I’m lucky to have you.”

      “We’re lucky to have each other,” he offers, tracing his finger up and down my arm.

      I shiver, and suddenly I want just a little more. Maybe a taste of what we can have because with him I feel incredibly safe. Safer than I’ve ever felt in my entire life. If we do this slowly, I might be able to conquer the power they’ve exercised over me all these years. With Wes, I might be able to take control of myself, my body, and my reactions to others.

      “We can have dessert on the terrace,” I offer. “Why don’t we order Sterling’s chocolate cake and go home.”

      He takes out a small box and hands it to me.

      “You’re spoiling me, Wes,” I gasp when I unwrap a purple heart shaped pendant surrounded by a halo of diamonds. “It’s beautiful.”

      “It’s to remind you that I’m always with you. A promise that I’ll never leave you.”

      My heart grows inside my chest. He’s perfect. So perfect that I hope he can accept all of me, even the imperfect parts.

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      We’ve been on the terrace, sharing a platter of berries and a lounge chair. We’ve kissed more than once. If I could, I would frame this moment. This one long, languid embrace where time stands still. I wish it’d last forever.

      As my eyes begin to close, I dare to ask, “Are you staying with me tonight?”

      “What do you want, Abby?”

      I snuggle closer to him. We’re sharing a lounge chair, and he’s the most comfortable pillow in the world. The sound of his heart beating soothes me, and his arms around me feel like the only protection I need for the rest of my life.

      “You,” I answer, kissing his rough jaw.

      “Are you sure?”

      “It won’t be the first time we’ve shared a bed, Ahern.”

      “You’re tempting me, Abigail.”

      “Am I?” I say playfully.

      My fingers skim across his bare arm. They want to touch him a little more. Can I take it without running away screaming for my life?

      “How far can we go?”

      I suck in my breath, going completely still at his question. The only sound I hear is my heart pumping hard.

      He kisses the tip of my nose. “I wish I could read your mind.”

      “I’m glad that’s not possible. You don’t want to know what’s inside. It’s both scary and sad.”

      If it’s too scary for me to handle, I’m terrified that he’ll leave me after I tell him everything. I touch the pendant he gave me in hopes that what he said is true. He’ll always be with me and nothing can come between us.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
            27

          

          
            Wes

          

        

      

    

    
      After Abby falls asleep, I roll her carefully to her side of the bed and go downstairs for something to drink. I bring the dishes we brought upstairs earlier with me.

      “Hey, you’re awake?” I greet my brother who sits at the kitchen island that’s covered with plastic.

      “She’s not going to be happy,” I warn him when I realize that he’s working with clay.

      “Abby’s cool as long as I clean up my shit,” he protests without batting an eyelash. He’s busy creating some shitty, shapeless piece of work.

      By next month it’ll be at some art gallery selling for a few thousand dollars just because it’s a piece made by the famous Sterling Ahern.

      Who knew that playing with dough as a child would pay off so much when he grew up?

      “When did you two started banging?”

      I huff and set the dirty dishes in the sink.

      “I take your silence and brooding to mean that you’re still petting the lizard, palming the oyster, milking the moose?”

      Under any other circumstance, I’d lash out about those childish terms. Instead, I laugh. Those were the terms Dad used a few times when we had the talk, or to remind us that jerking off was normal, but we should do it discreetly.

      “I swear he gave me the sex talk every time I went out on a date,” I say rolling my eyes.

      As of today, I still have the first condom he gave me. It was just too fucking weird to use it. I couldn’t tell him no thank you, I have a box. My first time was at fifteen, and I already knew all about condoms and not knocking up the girl.

      “His sex talks were annoying,” Sterling groans.

      He’s right. Dad was uncomfortable and honestly, they were awkward as fuck.

      “Your thing goes inside her, but you have to be careful because you can hurt her. Make it meaningful.” Sterling tries to imitate Dad’s voice. “Thank fuck I’d had sex way before he said that shit or I might still be a virgin.”

      “Why?”

      “Because sex is like bungee jumping. If you overthink it, you’ll never do it.” He shrugs.

      “That’s a strange comparison.”

      “Well, if I’d have known that I’d hurt Kara—that would’ve fucked with my head,” he mentions his first girlfriend. “Back then I was an idiot who would do the impossible just to make her happy. I wouldn’t have made a move if I was afraid that I wasn’t good enough or that by doing so, I’d inflict pain.”

      He presses into the clay harder. I remember Kara. She was his first kiss, his first love, and I’m pretty sure she’s still his kryptonite. They seemed so in love until they hated each other just as fiercely. He changed so much after they broke up.

      “Remember when Mom caught me milking the moose,” Sterling releases a loud laugh, waking up the dog who’s sleeping close to his feet.

      He’s sweeping his feelings about Kara under the rug.

      “We don’t pet the lizard in the media room,” I imitate Dad’s voice, giving him that same angry glare.

      “He never told me not to watch porn,” Sterling grins.

      “I miss him,” I say grabbing a glass and pouring myself some milk.

      He continues molding the clay while staring at me. “I always wished I had a relationship like the one you two had.”

      Sterling’s face sags. “We never understood each other. Sometimes I hated him and hated you too,” he confesses.

      “Because I wasn’t his son?” I cock a brow unsure of how to react.

      “No, I never thought about it like that. You are one of us.”

      “Then why?” I set down the empty glass of milk and cross my arms listening to him.

      “I wanted him to accept me and for you to support me even when I fucked up.” He presses the clay tighter, his forehead wrinkles. “You just saw me as your annoying little brother, and you always agreed with him when he criticised my life.”

      He takes a deep breath. “You made me feel like I was a fucked-up kid who never belonged.”

      I laugh at the irony because all my life I worked hard to please my parents. It wasn’t a competition against Sterling, but I knew that no matter what he did, they’d always love him more. I had no idea where I stood.

      “Did you ever think that I felt like I was walking on a tight rope afraid to fuck up?”

      “You were perfect,” he says.

      “I wasn’t, and it was fucking hard to be what he needed. But I had to be, or he might just treat me like shit or kick me out of his house. I wasn’t his real son.”

      He drops the piece of clay in his hands and his gaze flies to find mine. Those eyes, dark green just like Dad’s, observe me for several minutes.

      “Fuck, of course you thought that. If he treated me like shit he would be worse with you, wouldn’t he?”

      I nod once, shoving my hands inside my pockets.

      “Sorry, I just thought … fucking hell.”

      “Dad was hard on you because he was afraid,” I confess what I’ve known all along.

      “Afraid?”

      “Of your freedom. You didn’t need Dad because you were your own person since you were little, Slugger. But he believed if you turned out to be like him, then you would depend on him.”

      He remains silent for a few seconds, nodding several times while working.

      “I loved him, but at some point, I wanted to be as far away from him as possible. He didn’t understand me or give a fuck about my art.” He lifts the unshaped piece of clay. “This is me. My heart and my soul. I do as I want with it and share it with the world. You should try it.”

      How ironic, my little brother giving me life advice. I’ve been so wrapped up in my father’s world that I lost myself. I lean my head against the cold steel door of the refrigerator absorbing his words. The six years I spent at Stanford were the best. Even though I studied business, I took computer classes. My master’s degree included a major in information systems. Computers are my passion, but Dad didn’t see it my way. He was shaping me to become him.

      Why is it that I continue to work so hard for his approval? As I open my eyes, I see my brother enthralled by his work. Sterling had it right. If he treated his own blood like he didn’t matter, how would he have treated me if I didn’t do as he wished? I was just a kid he picked up from the streets.

      And that fear prevails.

      “Dad would be happy to see you with Abby,” Sterling says out of nowhere. “He wanted her to be an Ahern, and if he had a choice, of course, he’d have chosen you to be with her.”

      “Are you telling me you have a crush on her?”

      “No, of course not. I can’t emphasize enough that she’s like a little sister to me. We might not have grown up together, but I see her as part of the family. You never did. Ever since she arrived, you saw her as the girl you had to save.”

      He goes quiet for several breaths; I assume that our conversation is over and march toward the stairs.

      I stop when he asks, “Why is it that you feel the need to save her?”

      “That’s not why I love her.”

      “You didn’t answer my question, Weston.” His eyes narrow. “I like to observe, analyze, and study the human form as well as people’s behavior. She’s not yours to save, but she could be yours to love, Weston. Be careful.”

      “Why the warning?”

      “A hunch.” He shrugs and goes back to work. “Good night. Ask my girl to take Terry on her daily run, please. He’ll enjoy it.”

      
        
        — — —

        Abby

      

      

      As the sun rises and the morning brings a new day, I want to go back in time because I don’t want the moment to end. I just hope that last night was the first magical night of many.

      I stretch and listen carefully to the sounds of morning. The birds sing, and I smile when I hear the loud barks coming from downstairs. Wes’ side of the bed is empty but still warm. He spent the night with me. For the first time in weeks, the nightmares stayed away, and I didn’t wake up at all. I’ve missed this—feeling refreshed and ready to start my day.

      I get out of bed, put on a pair of shorts, my sports bra, and fetch my wireless headphones that are inside my purse. It’s time for my morning run. When I arrive downstairs, I find Wes shirtless trying to catch Terry. I can’t help but laugh at the two of them. A six-foot-tall man chasing a tiny French Bulldog puppy. The little dude’s tongue is hanging out while he smiles happily because his new buddy is playing with him.

      Wes stops, glaring at Terry with frustration.

      Pup one, Wes zero.

      His rubs his chest with one hand and then sets it on his waist as he catches his breath.  A glimpse of his naked torso makes me want to run my fingers across the firm lines of his broad chest—trace the bear tattoo on the left side of his sculpted pecs. I lower my gaze toward his muscled stomach which is chiseled into a perfect eight pack. The ridges and lines continue downward, but I can’t see more because they are covered by a pair of basketball shorts.

      “You like what you see, Abby girl?” His cocky voice breaks through the hazy lust.

      “Do you need help?” I ask, composing myself.

      Instead of waiting for him to agree, I lower myself and call Terry who wags her tail and comes running toward me.

      “That’s cheating,” Wes complains, handing me the leash and walking away.

      “Do you want to join us?”

      He doesn’t answer.

      “Good morning to you too, Ahern,” I say working on the leash and rubbing Terry’s tummy.

      “How is that cheating?” I find Wes in the kitchen and walk to him. He’s preparing coffee, and I hope it’s for me.

      “Hey,” I say, rising on my tiptoes and giving him a peck on the lips.

      “Good morning, beautiful. How did you sleep?” He raps his knuckles along my jaw and hands me a mug. “You attracted him with your cuteness.”

      “I can’t help it if I’m adorable. And surprisingly I slept well,” I admit, drinking my morning coffee.

      Wes then exchanges the empty cup for a granola bar.

      “It’s not breakfast, but we can have a substantial meal after our morning jog,” he says unwrapping his own bar.

      “Are you cooking?” I arch an eyebrow as I guide the pup toward the door.

      I look over my shoulder glancing at Wes who’s staring at my ass. “Are you joining us, or are you planning on staring at my butt?

      “It’s a nice ass,” he says with a smirk. “You’re right though. We should get a dog.”

      He’s referring to our conversation from yesterday. I thought the subject was closed and forgotten. It wasn’t.

      I pride myself on knowing almost everything that goes through that mind of his, but for the past couple of weeks, I’ve come to realize there’s a big part of him that he doesn’t share, and that I don’t know. We’re not as in sync as I thought we were and I wonder if that should concern me.

      “Hey,” he traces my brows. “Whatever is bothering you, let it go. We’re here to relax and think only about us.”

      “Only us,” I repeat.

      “Yes, this is our beginning. Everything else doesn’t matter. At least not until we’re back in the real world.”

      I shiver, afraid of what might be waiting for us outside of our bubble. He’s right though. For now, I won’t let anything tarnish what we’re becoming.
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      Wes stands in front of the stove, freshly showered, hair still wet, and smelling delicious. Bacon and his natural scent. The kitchen is finally clean after the mess Sterling left last night. He should learn that we don’t work where we eat—literally.

      “He cleaned the kitchen,” I say making sure that the island doesn’t have any clay smeared on top of the granite counter and that the floors are clean before Terry ingests any clay.

      “You seriously think he cleaned,” Wes groans. “I did. Hopefully, he won’t complain that I put his junk outside.”

      He bursts into a loud laugh. Weston has the sense of humor of a twelve-year-old boy. I stretch my neck looking out the window. The junk is now sitting atop the garden table. The sculpture looks like a twisted piece of pasta.

      “The next time I mess up dinner, we’re going to post a picture of it on eBay and call it, art.” He lifts a single eyebrow easily as if waiting for me to laugh along with him.

      Poor thing. He’s on a roll cracking one bad joke after the other. Someone should tell him he is no comedian. I wouldn’t dare.

      “I don’t understand his abstract art,” I stare at Sterling’s latest piece from afar.

      “Who does?” He turns his attention back to the stove.

      Do you have to understand art to appreciate it? I don’t ask him. Sterling has thousands of followers on social media who at times call him the modern Rodin. Do they even know Rodin’s work? Apparently, only Sterling Ahern can create a dramatic piece with rough edges that contrasts against the ordinariness of an everyday object. That’s what the experts say about the art work he creates by juxtaposing one of his shapeless clay sculptural pieces with a brick or a metal part, like the wheel of a car.

      His versatile and abstract pieces are his best sellers, though Sterling tends to dabble in many other media. I love his paintings. Those Colorado sunsets he creates by the dozen are my favorite ones. What can I say, I’m a sucker for sunsets?

      “You’re awfully homey today,” I say while I turn on the Sonos system with my phone and set it to the alternative music station.

      “Homey?” He speaks without turning around.

      I march toward Wes and hug him from behind kissing his shoulder and leaning my head against him. “Mmm. Eggs and bacon?”

      “That’s a nice hug,” he says.

      Wes leaves the spatula on the counter, turns around, and hugs me, bending his head and kissing me deeply. He’s right. Changing the definition of our relationship has its perks. I can cling to him without any excuse. It’s nice to be this close to him, to feel the warmth of his taut body against mine. Or sleeping pressed against him, listening to the soothing beat of his heart and tracing the hard lines of his muscles. Everything that I dreamt about but was afraid I’d never have—is happening.

      “Huevos rancheros with homemade salsa. I’m frying bacon for my favorite person,” he says, pointing at the fried tortillas with the spatula he holds and the bowl with salsa. “Why’d you say I’m awfully homey, gorgeous?”

      “You had the coffee ready before I woke up, and you cleaned up the mess that Sterling made last night.”

      “Slugger needs to find another place to work,” he says out loud, but it sounds like an afterthought.

      Is he planning on kicking the guy out of Tahoe before the weekend is over?

      “His house is an accident waiting to happen,” he continues.

      Well, he’s right. Sterling’s house should be condemned. This reminds me that we haven’t spoken about his business, my new role as his accountant, or my idea about buying or renting a space dedicated to his work. It’ll be an investment as much as a saving grace. He lives among torches and oxygen tanks. All in the name of art. I’m afraid that one of these days he’s going to blow himself up either while he’s working or sleeping.

      “What smells so good?” Sterling climbs down the stairs.

      “Good morning, sunshine,” I greet him, releasing Wes and glaring at his brother. “You’re not allowed to work in the kitchen.”

      “I told you she’d get mad at you,” Wes chuckles.

      “You didn’t have to pick up,” Sterling walks to the cupboard grabbing a mug and pouring some coffee.

      “What the fuck is this?” He spits it over the sink and scrunches his nose.

      He empties the cup and begins a new pot of coffee. “Are you two trying to kill me?”

      “If you woke up a couple of hours ago, it’d be fresh and hot,” I say, grabbing the tongs from the drawer to serve the bacon and set the fried tortillas on the plate, waiting for Wes to add the eggs on top of them.

      I should’ve fried the eggs. This guy can’t make sunny side up eggs to save his life.

      His version of huevos rancheros is scrambled eggs on a fried tortilla with salsa. I love that he tries though. He might not be the next Iron Chef, but I adore that he’s willing to do anything for me. This breakfast describes him in a nutshell. If he can’t make it happen the way it’s supposed to be, he’ll find his own way. Nothing is impossible.

      “What are your plans for today?” Sterling asks.

      Wes and I look at each other and shrug. There aren’t any plans. We tried to come up with something last night that would include Sterling, but the only thing I really want to do is swim and read one of the thrillers in the library.

      “We could go kayaking,” Wes offers.

      I nod. “Or paddle boarding,” I offer.

      “Surfing,” Sterling grins.

      “You’d have to drive to California for that,” I say, rolling my eyes.

      “I would, but you moved away from the ocean.” He gives me a one-shoulder shrug.

      Wes cracks his knuckles distractedly. Something is going on inside that head of his, and it involves Sterling. I just don’t know what’s on his mind.

      “Wes, why don’t you sell me this house?” Sterling shuffles in his seat, straightening his back.

      I gasp, my eyes widen. No, this house is my haven. Well, not mine, but I adore this place. It’s our sanctuary.

      “Do you need a realtor?” I speak before Wes has a chance.

      “This is her place,” Wes says, squeezing my hand reassuringly.

      “Ugh, it’s happening already. I’m becoming the third wheel,” Sterling says, taking a bite of his eggs. “Have you told Mom about this?”

      I hold my breath, waiting for Wes’ reply. I haven’t dared to mention it. Each time we’re on the phone, we discuss her new friends, her sister, and her traveling plans. Sooner or later we’re sitting down to talk about her finances. I doubt she needs me to keep her checkbook. If I could choose, I’d just spend my time with the grants that Ahern Inc. provides to various charities.

      “She likes to know what’s going on with baby Wes,” Sterling says in a mocking voice.

      “Does she have to know about it?” I squeeze my eyes shut.

      Linda is lovely, but a meddler. She likes to give unsolicited advice and know every detail of my dates. I can hear her already, asking about our relationship. I’m mortified just thinking about the conversation and her questions. Will she give me the sex talk again? I cover my eyes with the heels of my hands. God, what if she asks me about her son, just like she did when I went out on my first date?

      “Did he know how to pleasure you?”

      I had no idea what to answer.

      “It’s important to talk about likes and dislikes. You deserved to have an orgasm, just like him.”

      “Is everything okay?” Wes asks.

      “She’s blushing. I bet Mom’s had the sex talk with her,” Sterling says. “Have you guys discussed any of that, like safe sex and how to paddle your pink canoe?”

      “God, please don’t say that.” I shriek, horrified at the embarrassing conversation that’s waiting for me when Linda finds out.

      Lowering my hands, I say, “She doesn't have any filter. I’m not going to discuss our relationship with her. What if she asks me if you’re a good lover or if you need pointers?”

      “I don’t need pointers,” Wes argues.

      Sterling laughs. “I can’t wait to hear how this ends.”

      Six years ago, when Wes first told me that his mom was overbearing, I wasn’t sure what he meant. It didn’t take me long to find out. The woman is nosy to the point of being intrusive. Her mission in life is to make everyone’s life more comfortable, but at some point her helpfulness can be overwhelming, to say the least.

      “My deepest condolences.” Sterling nods, but there’s a flash of amusement in his eyes. “You two will have to deal with Mama Linda pretty soon. She’ll plan your wedding, your first child, and soon she’ll be telling Abby how to breastfeed the kid.”

      “Whoa,” I stop him. “Hold your horses, dude.”

      “It’ll be fun.” Sterling wipes his mouth and takes the plate to the sink. “Since you two are on your little honeymoon. I’m going to head back home.”

      I’m tempted to stop him. Wes shakes his head, and his eyes plead with me to stay quiet.

      “Can I crash at your apartment, Abbster?” Sterling throws his signature puppy-eyed look at me.

      Wes grunts, but rises from his seat and finds a set of keys. “You’re the only one allowed in my apartment, Slugger.”

      “Ugh, I’m not a kid and I don’t have time to organize parties. Only to par-ty,” he says waving him off. “Seriously though, you have to tell Mom before she feels left out.”

      “Have you told Linda?” I cock an eyebrow.

      “She knows, but she’s too busy planning her trip to Australia.”

      “What happened to Alaska?”

      “Yesterday morning she called me to let me know that her plans had changed. She and her friends decided to save the koala population.”

      My body sags as relief washes over me. This gives me a few week’s breadth while I think of ways to set boundaries.
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      My plans are fucked thanks to my brother who asked me to give him a ride to the airport. I spent two hours on the road. While driving up to the airport, Sterling hit me with some news. Since Abby is going to help him with the business side of his career, he wants to move to France or perhaps Italy. He’s searching for inspiration.

      It feels like I’m losing him. We fight a lot, and I want to maim him sometimes, but ever since Dad died it seems like we’ve become better friends. No longer just brothers. At least I have Abby near me, for now. She didn’t believe what I said, that we’d spend the next month here in Tahoe. That’s what she needs, and I’m giving it to her. In a month though, she’ll have to decide what she wants to do next. My chest tightens because I already know the answer. She’s staying in Tahoe. I’m not going to think about it. For these next few weeks, I plan to enjoy her and this place, as much as work will allow it.

      “Is this what you do on Saturdays when I’m not around, Ahern?” Her voice is soft, sweet.

      After I arrived from the airport, I had to work for a couple of hours. The board needed me to rework the last proposal. I type the final lines of the email I’m sending to my assistant and shut down my computer. Once again, the company has disrupted all the carefully laid plans I made while driving back from dropping off Sterling.

      “Sometimes it’s inevitable because they keep emailing me, and usually you’re too far away,” I say turning to face her, “Lucky for me, you’re around now, baby.”

      I grin to myself once the words I said settle in. Because it’s true, I’m so goddamn lucky to finally have her by my side. Is it luck when I have been the one stopping myself from taking a leap of faith? It doesn’t matter. She’s here with me, and the infinite possibilities of our future are open right in front of us. I stare at her perfect, lush, curvy body. It’s barely covered by a one-piece swimming suit. I lick my lips thinking of all the things we can do today.

      “Stop looking at me like I’m little Red Riding Hood and you’re the big bad wolf,” she says.

      “A man can always dream. We can cosplay.” I wink at her taking my laptop back to the office.

      “Mr. Ahern’s kink is cosplaying.” She smirks.

      “Ah, we’re talking kinks, now?” I arch an eyebrow. “Cosplaying doesn’t do it for me. You’ll know what I like when you’re ready.”

      I’m tempted to ask her: Are you a virgin? It’s right on the tip of my tongue. Would she care to know that I like rough sex? Blindfolds, ties, and my biggest fantasy is to claim her entirely. Slide my dick down her pussy, those beautiful tits, into her mouth … and that gorgeous ass.

      “Because I’m so innocent you think I’ve never heard of …” she covers her mouth. “S-E-X.”

      “Have you?” I challenge her.

      “Heard about the birds and the bees? Of course. We had health class at school,” she says casually, biting her lip, her eyes lost somewhere else.

      What are you hiding?

      “Why don’t we forget about work and have a little fun?” She changes the entire conversation. “Race you to the pool?”

      As she’s about to take off, I ask, “Hey, do you want to try that new bar down the South Shore?”

      The owner of Edgewood stopped by the table last night to greet us and mentioned the new restaurant and bar on the south side of the lake. He said it’s been getting rave reviews. They have the best selection of single malt scotch in the area.

      “Are we having dinner out?” she asks, scrunching her nose.

      “I was thinking on going down to the pool first. We can cook pasta or throw a couple of steaks on the grill. Afterward we can head to the bar,” I offer, holding back the words let’s just have sex.

      “Hopefully we can get to the lake tomorrow,” she says, glancing at it.

      Previously I had planned to use the boat or maybe the paddle board. Take a hike around the area and discuss the possibility of owning a dog. Not that we would do it now. It can wait. I’d like to research breeds and discuss whether we want a puppy or to adopt a rescue. Those are discussions we’ll have to shelf for another time.

      Right now, I want to eat her.

      “Sounds like a plan. Maybe we can discuss the grants and some of the ideas I have in mind for the second part of the year,” she says leaving my room. “Get dressed, I’ll be downstairs waiting for you.”

      Before I put on my swimming suit, I go to the bathroom and jack off, thinking about tasting her, driving myself deep inside her.

      Fuck. I cry as I come hard on my hand wishing it was hers, her mouth, or better yet, her pussy.

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      We spend a long time swimming. I eventually throw a couple of tuna steaks on the grill while Abby tosses a salad and opens a bottle of Zinfandel. At eight, we drive to McLadden’s on the other side of the lake. We walk through the old cabin that’s been refurbished into a bar. We sit outside by the garden where soft jazz plays. The rustic furniture matches the ambiance. They don’t have tables, but rather groups of chairs surround fire pits with small trays placed on stands in between the chairs. The waiters wear flannel shirts, jeans, and cowboy boots.

      “Their uniform is like mountain man meets Clint Eastwood,” Abby says, sinking down onto one of the chairs and moving the tray. “The cushions are comfortable and smart. They drilled these things to the ground.”

      She wiggles her ass, and I close my eyes because her breasts bounce with the movement. She’s not wearing a fucking bra. We spent too much time by the pool, and even though it was a bit cloudy, her shoulder got a little sunburn. She’s been trying my patience all day. The woman rubbed her perfect body against mine while we played in the water.

      “There’s nothing fruity,” she says handing me the drink menu and grabbing the one for food instead. “We could order some tapas and wine.”

      “Good choice,” I say, lifting my hand and calling the server.

      “Just like when we went to Spain,” she says, her eyes twinkling. “Remember our last trip there?”

      How could I forget it? She finished her summer job here in Tahoe and had three weeks left of vacation before she had to go back to school. We decided to spend them in Spain and Italy, our favorite countries. There’s something about both countries, their music, their food, as well as the hospitality, that makes us want to stay there. She wants to buy a house either in Mallorca or Tuscany.

      “We should plan a new adventure,” she suggests.

      “You know, I miss this. Being able to hang out with you without any worries.”

      She huffs, slumping a little in her chair. “Well, except we have to go back soon, don’t we?”

      Our place. It sounds strange, but defines Tahoe perfectly. Ever since she moved out of my parent's house, we’ve been traveling buddies. We’ve visited this place more often than any other. I recall her face from earlier when Sterling offered to buy the house. When I said that the house was Abby’s, I wasn’t lying. Maybe the deed is under my name, but I’ve always thought of the house here as hers. Her comment from yesterday that we should move to Tahoe replays in my head. I never stopped and asked her about her long-term plans or ambitions. Would she have told me if I hadn’t begged her to go back to Denver?

      Our relationship is based on lengthy phone conversations and a few trips a year. I feel like I know her well, at least more than anyone else. But, these past weeks have shown me that there are many layers to her that I haven’t yet peeled away.

      The server brings the bottle of merlot I ordered, a platter with sliced meats and a variety of bread, chips, and veggies. Once he pours the wine, I raise my glass.

      “To all our future trips,” I propose a toast.

      “To our future,” she says raising her glass.

      “To us,” I add.

      Abby and I reminisce about our trips. All of them have been fun, but some are more memorable because of a few incidents. Like the time I broke my ankle hiking in Peru. The day my brother hooked up with a married woman, and her husband was chasing him around with a loaded gun in Belize. The time we went to Australia and a kangaroo kicked me in the ass when I bent over to pick up my backpack.

      It’s been so long since the last time we took a trip and just sat down without worrying about finals, work, or being interrupted by my brother. Our friendship is just like this conversation. Smooth, flowing freely without any restraints. I hope that our romantic relationship flows just as well.

      “Are you feeling better?” I dare to ask. “Yesterday I was tempted to take you to the ER.”

      I grab her hand and caress the inside of her wrist with my thumb.

      “Sorry. It’s been a strange couple of weeks,” she apologizes while also dismissing the subject.

      I don’t think I’ve ever seen her so distraught in the past, and she was extremely upset six years ago. I wish there were something I could do for her to make her life easier. That’s all I’ve ever wanted, to make her more comfortable. Her happiness is my mission in life.

      “If you hadn’t come home to work for Ahern, what would you be doing?”

      She shuffles around the chair, straightens her back and smiles. “Are you interviewing me, Mr. Ahern?” Abby drinks some of her wine and smiles. “Well, for starters it’s a bit late. You already gave me a job.”

      When the waiter strolls by to pick up the empty platter, Abby requests the dessert menu. Poor thing, her heart is going to break if there’s nothing sweet to satisfy her craving. Thankfully, I have a few pints of ice cream at home waiting for her.

      “What would you be doing if you weren’t in charge of your Dad’s company?” she asks once the server walks away.

      I’m entirely caught off guard by her question. Once upon a time, I had other plans, but I let them go, and I never shared them. Not even with her. Moving close to her and starting my own company was a surprise. I didn’t want to tell her until it was all in place.

      “Finish at least one of my software projects, open a company …” I shrug. “It doesn’t matter.”

      “Then why are you asking about me?”

      “Well, it’s never too late to learn about your dreams.” I omit that now I feel like an asshole for imposing mine on her. “I had no idea that you wanted to live here, in Tahoe.”

      “The thought’s crossed my mind,” she shrugs.

      “What did you want to do?”

      She takes a sip of her drink, sets down her glass and smiles at the waiter who gives her the menu.

      “Chocolate covered strawberries,” she licks her lips, looking at me.

      I’m turned on by the simple gesture. Dirty thoughts about her body, melted chocolate, and my tongue make my blood boil. My dick pulses, growing harder. I’m so fucking horny, I want to drag her to the car and fuck her right in the back seat.

      Her eyes light up as the waiter leaves. “Everything okay, Wes?”

      “Of course,” I say, composing myself. “You were talking about your ideal job.”

      “Ideal is so cliché. I mean, as a CPA I can work almost anywhere. We could be handling our business over the phone,” she says in a sultry voice.

      I pull the collar of my shirt, gasping for air. What is wrong with me tonight?

      “So far, the only real job I’ve held is working for your charity, which I love. I think you should create a fully functioning non-profit instead of just calling it a grant. If you want me to, I can take the whole operation over. I love it because I get to stalk people online and give them money afterward. How cool is that?”

      She chuckles, winking at me. Abby takes her glass of wine and drinks it all. I refill it as she continues telling me about the charities she’s helped so far and the applications she’s working on. She’s pumped up about the prospect of going through all the requests for funds we’ve received in the past six months and if possible, authorizing all of them.

      “You love it,” I conclude enjoying the sparkle in her eyes.

      “It’s interesting and fulfilling.” She nods, though her face turns a little serious. “Honestly, if I could, I’d create a nonprofit to help in other ways instead of just giving money to several places once a year. Something meaningful …”

      Her shoulders slump, and she stares at the glass of wine she’s holding tightly. The waiter sets down the strawberries and chocolate and fills up our glasses with more wine. I should be concerned that Abby drinks it like water and pours some more. She’s lost inside that mind of hers. Whatever I said has those wheels turning fast.

      “For runaway teenagers,” she says after a long pause. “A safe house for teenagers. For those who aren’t safe at home,” she expands. “If a kid has a place to go, they wouldn’t have to wait until they’re old enough to leave their homes or run away.”

      “Sounds like you know someone like that.”

      “Yeah, you could say that.” It feels like she’s shutting me out. A big steel walls crashes down between us.

      “Another bottle of Zinfandel, sir?”

      “No, thank you. Can you bring me a Macallan, neat?” I order.

      “I’ll have more wine,” Abby requests.

      “I wish they had daiquiris,” she says, dipping a strawberry in the chocolate. “After my grandmother died, living with my mother was different. She was moody. When she was unhappy, she’d take it out me.”

      It feels like an elusive butterfly just flew nearby. I stay still to make sure I can watch it for as long as possible before it flies away. Abby tells me about the nights when her mother would arrive home angrily and turn the air-conditioning high, trying to freeze her, and wouldn’t let her go into her bedroom. The days when she wouldn’t feed her. My hands curl. I’m fucking furious as I listen to her. I shake with rage as I learn that the woman who was responsible for her well-being mistreated her for years.

      “One day, she tied me to a chair she’d placed under the shower,” she continues. Although her body is here with me, her voice sounds lost, much like her gaze. “She turned on the cold water and let it run. It was just for a few minutes, but I stayed tied there for hours, shivering and afraid. It felt like my mind detached from my body, and I counted for a long time remembering how Grandma and I used to count together. When I was much younger, my grandmother would put me in the bathtub, and we’d count my toys.”

      Once again, I find out why counting under the water is like therapy for her. Or is it just a way to deflect from her problems?

      She chuckles humorlessly. “If I’d had another place to go, I would’ve left my mother. Maybe I wouldn’t be so fucked up.”

      Abby remains seated, but it feels like she’s putting a world of separation between us.

      “What happened to you before you came to the Aherns, Wes?”

      Her question catches me off-guard. I lean back, my jaw tightens, and my teeth grind together. Something about her question is unnerving. I sit there staring at Abby like she’s offered me a knife and asked me to give her a piece of me I swore I’d never give away.
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      The relaxed evening transformed into a deep conversation where I ended up confessing a little more about my past. In exchange, I asked Wes for something in return. A piece of his history. He never shares, and I’ve always been okay with that until now. I want him to be a part of me. Wes’ body is tense. Stiff. That easy grin he displayed while we talked about our trips disappeared once I spoke about myself. But when I asked him for more, he became angry.

      My stomach tightens because I feel like he’s pushing me away. I want to remind him that we’re best friends. He’s the person I tell everything to. In a way, he’s my human diary. I have trusted him with pieces of myself, and if this is going to work, he should trust me with the parts he hides from the world. How can we be together when he’s not willing to give as much as he asks? Then, a question pops into my head.

      Would you be willing to tell him everything?

      With time, I think I’ll be capable of letting him all the way in. I just need him to give me more too.

      “Relationships are a two-way street, Wes,” I say, as the guy searches for the nearest exit. “Things won’t work if we settle for sharing just the beautiful and hiding the ugly. That’s not how foundations are built.”

      Tension roils between us. He stares at the fire pit, breathing harshly. I drink more wine, unsure if it’s for liquid courage or wanting to do something with my hands and mouth while I wait for him to answer me. Wes is terrific, but he only gives and requests what’s convenient for him.

      He wants to know everything about me, but he avoids talking about himself.

      “Let’s go home,” he says, signaling to the waiter who brings the check almost immediately.

      After signing the check, he looks at me thoughtfully. “After you, Abbs,” he hisses.

      The nickname doesn’t make any sense with that broody face. I want to tell him that I can finish my evening whenever I want and grab an Uber once I’m done eating and drinking. I love him, but I don’t need him ordering me around or trying to define who I am.

      He looks impatient and annoyed. “We have to go. This place isn’t fit for the conversation we’re having, Abigail.”

      My irritation disappears and my heart pounds loudly and fast. What is it that we’re going to discuss exactly? Our relationship and how it needs adjusting, or his past?

      We drive in silence, listening to instrumental jazz. In less than twenty minutes we’re back at the house. He turns off the engine and exhales harshly. We make our way to the house and without a word, he leads me toward the terrace. I lean against the railing while he walks around the perimeter like a trapped lion.

      “I don’t remember much. It happened over twenty-four years ago,” he starts, closing his eyes and pinching the bridge of his nose.

      “Hey, I’m with you,” I say, walking to him and interlocking my fingers with his.

      I kiss his arm.

      “I lived in a whorehouse.” My lungs constrict when he says that word.

      “I’m not sure if my mother lived there or if she abandoned me.” He sinks into one of the lounge chairs.

      “There were other kids beside me. We were everyone’s kids and no one’s responsibility. Men and women came and went through the house. We saw things that we shouldn’t have seen. They didn’t care if we were around or not. It was … bad.”

      “Did anything ever happen to you?” I dare to ask, horrified of what could’ve happened to a little boy in a place like that.

      He shakes his head. “I was neglected.”

      “No one reported them?”

      He sets his forearms on top of his thighs and stares at the horizon. “Not until one of the women died. The police came to the house, and when they left, they took us with them. After that I met Linda. I was her first foster child, and well… you know the rest.”

      Wes fidgets with his fingers and remains quiet for a long time. I squat next to him and tap his arm the same way he does when I’m anxious. He looks at me and smiles.

      “I had no idea what to expect from Linda and Will—or how to behave. It took years to get over the anxiety of not knowing whether the Aherns were going to kick me out or not. I couldn’t trust them, yet I wanted Linda to be near me, always. I lived in a place where there wasn’t any structure, so having some was too hard to handle at first, but I wanted to please them. I never knew who my parents were. Maybe I even lived with them, but they didn’t give a shit about me.”

      He puffs some air and looks up to the ceiling. “Did they abandon me? I don’t even know. My biological mother could’ve died just like the other woman.”

      Wes shivers. I stand up and rub his arms. It’s breezy but not cold. I kiss the top of his head, assuring him that he’s not alone.

      “It’s a time that I don’t want to remember. It’s been a while, but the memories still hurt. I should be grateful for my parents, yet I’m stuck wondering who my real parents were. My name before I became Weston William Ahern was: Hey kid. I hate to revisit those days because honestly, there’s not much good that I can remember. Only the anxiety, desperation, and fear that I carried around for a long time. But you’re right. I need to share everything with you. The same way I’m asking you to open yourself to me and trust me with your pain.”

      I gasp, my breathing becomes shallow. He’s asking for the impossible. I wouldn’t want him to learn about those dark days.

      “Please,” he says softly.

      “You don’t understand what you’re asking for. They’re ugly. I can’t just give them to you. What if it makes you hate me?”

      “Nothing you do will make me hate you.” The conviction in his words gives me a little hope.

      “You might not love the fallout from the ugliness of those months,” I insist. I’m ashamed of everything that I let happen and the guilt I carry with me.

      He caresses my face with the back of his hand, kissing my temple.

      “Mom once said that the broken part is where the healing begins. Your broken soul fills mine where it feels empty.”

      The words are beautiful. I touch the pendant he gave me yesterday, remembering the promise that he’ll always be with me.

      “You’re going to have to trust someone, and I hope you trust me.”

      Fear cripples me. How much could I tell him without lying? It won’t be easy to open up to him. I should do it soon though. I’d rather tell him when I’m wide awake and not in the middle of a nightmare. What if I’m being followed and the truth comes out? He has to learn about my darkest secrets from me, not anyone else. Wes will be the first person to know my side of the story, what really happened to Ava. To me.

      “Would you give me a little more time?”

      “Fair enough. Just do it soon. Holding it in is destroying you.”

      He has no idea. Every memory feels like a knife stabbing me over and over again while they play inside my head. Corbin and Shaun own me.

      “I wish I could snuff out the power they have over me,” I confess, closing my eyes. “They took everything, and they’re still doing it.”

      I feel like I’m bleeding as I recall their laughs after they hurt me.

      “What do you mean?”

      “Nothing,” I say regretting what I’ve already shared. “I’m fine.”

      Those men shouldn’t have any power over me. I’d take it back if only I knew how to do it. Could Wes help me?

      “Stop trying to hide yourself from me.” He touches the necklace. “I feel your pain, Abby—it hurts so much to witness it that it feels like my own. Each time your heart screams in fear, I can hear it—even when you’re silent.”
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      Abby climbs upon me, straddling me. A bold move that turns me on, but worries me too. What is she up to?

      “What’s on your mind, gorgeous?”

      “You.” She puts her arms around my neck. Her lips claim mine this time around. She kisses me furiously, as if she’s begging me to make her forget. I pull her roughly, almost violently to me. My heart jolts and my pulse pounds. It’s so easy to get lost in the intensity of her kiss. It’s like a storm. A swirling tornado claiming whatever’s in her way.

      Our mouths burn with fire. She tastes of strawberries, chocolate, and wine, raw passion, and desperation. I surrender to her, to this kiss, letting her take whatever it is that might bring her peace. I shake with need as my blood roars in my veins. I’m turned on and ready to let myself loose.

      “What do you need,” I ask trying to peel her off me before I do something stupid.

      “You,” she says breathily. “I want to share everything with you. I want you to take away my pain without feeling it yourself.”

      “I don’t mind feeling it as long as it means you’re free from it.”

      “You’re going to hate me as much as I hate myself.”

      “Never,” I assure her. “There’s no fucking way I’d ever hate you.”

      “Touch me,” she pleads. “I want to try.”

      “Abigail,” I warn her, while at the same time I’m fucking chiding myself for not doing what she wants.

      I breathe out hard as I close my eyes. She’s making it impossible. I can’t think of anything but the heat of her body burning through my pants.

      “We are taking things slowly,” I remind her. “I’m a patient man,” I stutter wanting to touch her panties and find out if she’s wet and ready for me. “We can take it one day at a time. There’s no rush.”

      “It’s not rushing things,” she sucks on her bottom lip. “It’s taking back my life.”

      I’m not understanding what she means. What is she trying to claim?

      “You might be the key, Wes.” Her breathy voice makes me shiver.

      Fuck. I’m so confused about what to do. I’ve yearned to have her in my arms like this. I run my fingers through her hair. Is it right though?

      “If this is what you need, baby.” I swallow hard hoping that it doesn’t send her spiraling out of control.

      Our gazes connect, she smiles and says, “Why are you so good to me?”

      Because I love you. I think the words, but I’m not brave enough to say them. She deserves to know them, but before I can say them out loud, she has to get used to us as a couple.

      As she moves her body against mine, my dick begins to harden. I can’t help it when she’s in my lap and especially after that incredible kiss.

      I sigh, regretting already what I’m about to say, “As much as I enjoy having you this close, may I remind you that we are taking this slowly.”

      She doesn’t move or speak. I place a few strands of hair behind her ear.

      She’s so beautiful. Her lips are inviting and as much as I’d love to kiss her right now, I can’t. My cock grows impatient, swelling inside my trousers and aching to finally be deep inside her. Fuck. I need to take a shower and rid myself of this need.

      Abby rubs her sweet pussy against my erection, her mouth touching my ear, then my neck. “Please,” she begs me with a sultry voice.

      Fuck, she’s slowly breaking my restraints. Wearing me down.

      “Baby,” I whisper in her ear, ordering my dick to stay down. “I only have one setting, and if you continue like this we’re going to end up in bed,” I say truthfully.

      “Just a little taste.” She throws a flirty smile and suddenly everything around us seems lighter.

      “You’re tempting me just like Eve did to Adam,” I joke, then sober up because she had a lot to drink. “Is this the wine talking, Abby?”

      “I swear I’m not even tipsy,” she salutes me. “Scout’s honor.”

      “You were never a Scout, gorgeous.”

      I caress her jaw and trace her full lips with my thumb.

      “What is it that you’re afraid of telling me, Abby?”

      “The truth.” She runs her small hands through my hair. “I’m afraid of my past and scared that I don’t have a future.”

      “This doesn’t scare you?” I slide my hand down her torso, brushing her full breasts.

      She shivers and her cheeks darken slightly.

      “We can try more tomorrow,” I suggest, getting ready to jet off this terrace.

      She closes her eyes. “No one has ever touched me lovingly; tonight, I wanted that.”

      “Hey, look at me.” I cup her beautiful face stopping myself from grinding my cock against her pussy.

      I stare into those dark eyes wishing that I could read her mind. Her request to touch her, go a little farther, feels like an open invitation and not to her body, but to her soul.

      “Are you sure about this?” I ask, hoping she’ll say no.

      A reasonable man would just leave, but I can’t say no to this woman.

      “Yes, I want you to erase what happened before I met you. Give me …” She shakes her head.

      “I’ll give you everything, anything. Ask and you shall receive.”

      “I want firsts that are meaningful,” she says, and the words are simple, yet I feel like there’s a dark meaning behind them. “A first kiss, a first touch. Love making. But not just with anyone.”

      My heart beats fast as I slant my mouth to hers and kiss her. I take my time teasing, tasting, and claiming her slowly with my mouth. Her tongue meets mine, matching stroke for stroke. I lower my hands to her neck, running my fingers along the soft skin of her throat and stopping right where I find the necklace I gave her.

      Lowering my hands, I trace the outline of her breasts. I brush my fingertips across her hardened nipples. She clenches her legs, rubbing herself against the length of my dick. I find the hem of her shirt and pull it off, breaking our kiss. She lets out a needy moan, and I groan when I see her chest. Her beautiful breasts are round and full. Her silky skin glows, and my mouth waters to taste it.

      I cup her globes. Her head falls back as I stroke her soft flesh. Lowering my mouth to one gorgeous tip, I flick it with my tongue. She whimpers when I slide a hand between her legs, finding her wet pussy. She lets out a loud cry, pushing her hips against my hand. Fuck, she’s going to kill me. I tease her nipple, then gently tug it with my teeth.

      “One day, I’ll fuck your tits,” I promise, imagining how hot it’d be to press those globes together while I slide my dick between them.

      Stopping all at once, I grab her ass and push myself up off the chair, taking her to the bed. Once I settle her in the middle, I move my mouth to her other breast giving it the same care I did the first one. My hands are busy pushing down her skirt. My tongue stops the ministration and continues its way down her flat stomach. She tastes like an angel, and I’m almost sure I’m in heaven, yet I’m probably about to go to fucking hell for corrupting the most innocent person I’ve ever known.

      “Should I keep going, Abby?” I ask as I’m about to pull down her pink, lacy panties.

      She’s trembling and her breath is coming fast. I’m not sure if I’m doing something wrong or if she’s responding positively to my touch.

      “We don’t need to go any further,” I reassure her, kissing her inner thighs, drunk on her scent and ready to lick her.

      My dick throbs begging to be freed. I’m so ready to be inside her right this second. I know that tonight I’m not strong enough to continue, but I do want her to come undone. I take her mouth and kiss her sliding my hand into her underwear searching for her little pearl. Lust runs down my spine. She’s so fucking wet. It’d be easy to slide my cock down the slick channel.

      As I kiss her, I imagine myself inside her. I stroke her clit; her breathing becomes shallow. I continue sliding my finger over her pussy down to her entrance. Her hips rock against my hand. My hand reaches further south, and I push in a finger. She cries out and I stop.

      “Are you okay?”

      “Yes.” Her husky moan hits me right in the groin. “I’m with you.”

      “You’re with me, letting me love you the way you deserve,” I reassure her.

      She moans, gripping my biceps. I have two crooked fingers inside her tapping against her g-spot while my thumb rubs her clit. Fuck, the tightness around my fingers makes me clench my jaw. She’s so close, so hot. I’m loving the way she feels against my body, her reaction to my touch, and especially that she’s allowing me to be her first. Pure desire floods my brain, but I stop myself when she begins to tremble and cry with pleasure.

      I kiss her, drinking in her orgasm. I feel the wetness from her tears before I realize she’s crying.

      “What happened?” My blood freezes. Fuck, what did I do? “Did I hurt you?”

      “Thank you,” she says, shaking her head. “You just helped me recover a little piece of myself.”
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      I feel alive, different. Everything he did with his mouth and his hands was perfect. I dare to say magical. My pussy clenches with the memory of his fingers buried deep inside me. It was scary at first, but his voice, his scent, and the way he touched me eased my fears. Tonight was better than I imagined. It ended on a nice note, until he excused himself and left for his room.

      “Tonight, I’ll sleep in my bedroom,” he said, his face somber. His magnetic blue eyes though were two pools of desire.

      He left me confused as fuck and wishing for a lot more. How can he expect me to be apart from him after that kiss, after he touched me?

      As I told him, he gave me a little piece of myself back. In exchange, he took away a piece of my heart.

      How can he just leave as if nothing’s transpired between us?

      I hoped that after what happened he’d stayed in bed with me. Once I was done crying with pleasure, I still wanted more. He promised that the next time he’d lick me dry, said it right after he sucked on his wet fingers.

      Instead of staying next to me and cuddling, he left.

      Stop thinking so hard, Abby. He’s a gentleman. Wes always keeps his word. If he said he’d take it slow, let him take it slow.

      I start my nightly routine: a shower, followed by brushing my teeth, and putting on my pajamas. Once I’m done, I turn off my bedroom lights and make sure that all my nightlights are working. That’s when I hear the loud music.

      “What the hell, Ahern?”

      Why is he listening to Nine Inch Nails and so loud? Love that song, but “Closer” isn’t what I want to listen to while I’m trying to fall asleep. I ignore the music and start counting, but I swear that I can hear him grunting.

      “That’s it. You’re not going to take away my little bliss and keep me awake all night with your noise and that music.”

      I make my way over to his bedroom, ready to give him a piece of my mind. The light in his bedroom is on and the door is half-way open. As I’m about to open it wide, I spot him. He’s totally naked. His eyes are closed, one hand leans against the wall, and the other holds his dick.

      My eyes open wide and though I’m aware that I should be walking away, I don’t move. I’ve seen him wearing swimming trunks and often admired his taut body, those long, muscular legs and his toned ass. I get a peek of his defined torso which is glistening with sweat. And those fingers, the same fingers that were inside me only minutes ago are now working his shaft.

      His cock is long and thick. My legs shake as my core begins to throb with want. The music and his grunts are making me want more. I want to step into his room and help him get off. Would I be able to take him in my mouth? I’ve never done it, but right now, I’m fantasizing about doing it. What would it be like to suck his cock? The song switches to an old pop song that I hate, “Call Me Maybe.”

      Suddenly I’m not in Tahoe, but in my old house. A man hovers over Ava who is on her knees crying. My heart thuds so loud it muffles the music. I stand, paralyzed with fear. My muscles cramp. I’m unable to move as I watch Ava being tortured by a man while her father yells at her and her brother holds a video camera. But then, it’s not her. It’s me in the corner.

      “Take it, bitch,” Corbin commands. “I said take it.”

      “I won’t do it, you can’t force me,” I cry my lungs out and scream. “This time you won’t catch me.”

      I run fast, flying out of the house but not before I grab the car keys. He’s close, I can feel him. I don’t know what I’m doing, but I run away from everything. This time they won’t get to me. Distance is all that matters. I sure as hell won’t stop for anything. I turn on the engine, push the gas pedal twice. The roaring sound promises that I can be far away and safe.

      “Abby!” I jolt when I hear my name. It’s Wes knocking on the window with both fists, desperately.

      “Open the door. What’s happening?”

      His wide eyes observe me, filled with worry and fear. I swallow not knowing what’s happening. Why did I react without thinking of where I really was? I am losing my grasp of reality.

      “It’s okay,” he reassures me. “Turn off the engine and open the door. It’s me.”

      My hand trembles as I reach for the button and turn off the engine. The locks open automatically. Wes swings the door open and takes me into his arms.

      “What happened?”

      I don’t know, I think without saying a word. They’re stuck inside my throat along with the tears. This is too much. I can’t. I just …

      “You’re safe,” he says, his words sound empty, hesitant.

      His doubt crashes against my chest and destroys me completely. From my eyes pours a thick flow of tears. I cry as if my insides are being shred. Emotional pain flows out of every pore of my body. I shake violently as the whole world vanishes before me. Everything is a blur, I breathe heavier than I ever have before, gasping for air. My throat burns. All I feel now is agony.

      “We have to talk, Abby. This isn’t normal. What you said upstairs …”

      What did I say?

      I’m losing my fucking mind. I can feel it unravelling. Threats of all the memories I can recall from that time scatter all over the place. He’s just talking; there’s nothing incriminating I could’ve said. I know better than to let anyone know what happened in that house.

      “Abby, what’s happening?”

      Talk idiot. Say something.

      Wes needs to know that I’m fine. I open my mouth, but nothing comes out. My upper body and shoulders wrack with every sob that forces its way out, my chest rising and falling unevenly as I gasp for air. I squeeze my eyes shut, balling my hands and throwing my head back to let out a blood curdling scream. There’s too much raw pain inside me to be contained.

      He scoops me from the seat and carries me into the house. Once we’re in my room, he sets me on the bed and lies down next to me.

      “I’m here for you, but in order to help you, you have to let me in.”

      Why would I want him to be part of a world where there’s only darkness and ugliness? I cry harder like my spirit needs to break loose from my skin, desperate to release the agony and rage on the world. Wes’ soothing words make no difference this time. I’m beyond all reason, beyond any methods of calming.

      Wes doesn’t give up and begins counting while pressing me against his body as if he’s trying to fuse us. I’m not strong enough to fight his hold or to join him. Suddenly my eyes are heavy, and his voice is a distant dream.

      The house was dark. Mom left two days ago, promising to come back at night. There wasn’t anything in the refrigerator. The power was out. It was the beginning of winter. A bitter December. Grandma, who never left me by myself, died only days before. I recalled the day she lectured me for wanting to stay home alone.

      “Not until you’re thirteen and you show me that you’re responsible enough to be on your own. Kids should always be supervised.”

      My mother didn’t care for me. When she left, I pleaded for her to stay or take me with her.

      “Please,” I whimpered quietly, afraid she’d hit me.

      “If you draw any attention to yourself, you’re going to pay, stupid kid.” She banged the door as she locked it.

      At night, I counted along with Elly, my stuffed elephant. The one Grandma gave me when I was little. Morning came and went. My stomach growled. I missed two days of school. I missed the spelling test and the new words for the next week.

      I waited right by the door. On the third night, she finally made it home. When she saw me, her eyes flared.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I was waiting for some food.”

      “You don’t deserve anything,” she screamed.

      “Grandma always fed me.”

      “Look at me.” She pulled me by the hair and closed the door behind her.

      “I said look at me!” she squeezed my cheeks very hard after slapping me a few times. My face stung.

      “You’re hurting me,” I mumbled, tears dripping slowly down my face. “Grandma never hurt me.”

      “I don’t fucking care what my mother did or didn’t do,” she screamed into my face, her hot stinky breath burning my eyes. “She’s dead!”

      “Grandma loved me.” I squeezed my stuffed elephant tighter.

      “My mother didn’t love anyone. She was just as bad as my drunken father,” she screamed into my face, her hot stinky breath burning my eyes. “Dad hit me with his fist. She hurt me with her attitude.”

      She slapped me hard. My head snapped back, and the room spun. I touched my burning cheek and stared at her with hate. Mother snatched Elly and pulled a lighter out of her purse. She lit it and held it under Elly.

      “Not Elly!” I screamed, running after her. She dropped my stuffed elephant into the sink. I cried harder while the flames consumed it.

      “I hate you!” I yelled at her. “I want Grandma back.”
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      “Abby!” I shake her lightly trying to wake her up.

      “Elly, I need Grandma … I hate you.” Abby thrashes her arms and legs desperately.

      She hasn’t been asleep for long. She cried for hours and whimpered a few times after she fell asleep. Everything she says is incoherent, yet scary when I analyze her words. My unsteady hand combs through her long hair as I whisper for her to come back to me, to wake up.

      I still hear her voice while I was jacking off.

      “I won’t do it, you can’t force me,” she screamed. “This time you won’t catch me.”

      Her eyes were lost somewhere else. She’s confusing the present with her traumatic past. Please, God, help me. I can’t handle seeing her hurt this much. I’m at a loss. I have no idea what to do anymore.

      “Abby, baby. Please wake up,” I beg her.

      Her red, swollen eyes open slowly. Her gaze travels everywhere around the room, and when it finally focuses on me, Abby shuts her eyes again.

      “Abby,” I say kissing her forehead.

      “I think I’m going crazy,” she lets out a little whimper.

      “Why do you think that?”

      “Every little thing triggers the memories. Then it’s like they’re following me. I swear, I saw Shaun outside the office.” She looks around carefully not meeting my eyes. She bobs an awkward nod.

      “Or was it Corbin? I’m not sure.” She draws a sharp breath. “But how did they find me?”

      “What are you talking about?” My mind goes blank. I tilt my head reading her expression. It’s pointless—too many emotions swirl in that lost gaze.

      She sits up, moving herself farther away from me. The simple withdrawal feels like a punch in the gut.

      Abby covers her eyes, shaking her head. “Don’t mind me. I’m going insane. It’s just my imagination. The guilt eating me. My past finally catching up because of what I did.”

      “What did you do?” My mind races, searching for answers.

      She goes still, her chin quivering. “I let them abuse her.”

      Abby extends her hand toward the nightstand, seeking the teddy bear Dad gave her when she first came to live with us; she grabs it tightly with both hands. As her knuckles turn white, she mutters tearfully to herself: “I didn’t do enough.”

      “Baby?” An overwhelming sinking feeling plagues my stomach.

      The truth is finally here and it’s truly as dark as she describes, I can feel the shadow overtaking the light and sucking out all the air. My pulse quickens. I brace myself to listen to every word she has to say.

      “I should’ve told someone.” She chuckles humorlessly.

      “I did once.” Her lips press together in a slight grimace. “He was a police officer, but he didn’t believe me. Corbin and Mom told him I was mentally ill, that I made up stories. Corbin was a respected man. Charming. Everyone loved him. Or they owed him favors.”

      From scanning the police report, I remember reading something about mental illness. I just didn’t put two and two together. Without thinking about it, I head to my room for the reports and hand them to Abby.

      “Will it make it easier if we read through this together?”

      She shakes her head and says, “You do it. I’m not strong enough to read it by myself.”

      I arrived home around midnight. I didn’t notice anything different when I drove into the garage, but panicked when I heard the commotion coming from inside the house—the screams, the wailing. My heart beat as I thought of my girls being in danger. They weren’t mine, but I loved them both as if they were. When I came out of the garage, there was a man lying on the ground. Bleeding on the sidewalk. I ran into the house. It was messy. I noticed the lamps were gone. They were expensive antiques that my late wife bought for our anniversary.

      Olga, she passed away and now … I didn’t care about the house once I heard the cries. “Ava,” Abigail called her sister’s name. She’s a special kid, but she cared for her little sister. Abigail has problems in the head and makes up shit, but I recognized her tone. It was real pain.

      She was in their room, sitting next to Ava crying. My little girl was bleeding. Two gunshot wounds. I just don’t understand why her and not the other one. My Ava was good and pure. So innocent and smart. Abigail said something about three men getting into the house. She was able to hide in the closet, but not my poor Ava. I don’t know if that’s true because she confuses fantasy with reality.

      She said that the men, that they abused Ava before killing her. They took our things. Money, computers, and some of my equipment. I guess it was more than one because they were able to make off with almost everything I own. Abigail said more but I can’t believe much of what she told me. As I said, she’s mentally ill and her head is all mixed up.

      “He said that?” she howled. “Of course, he did. If I ever talked, it’d be the word of a crazy person against his.”

      “There’s more,” I offer.

      “It’s all a bunch of lies.” Her nails cut into the back of her neck. I flinch but don’t say a word.

      “Did he mention Shaun?”

      I scan through the documents for the name without reading the rest. There’s no son or anyone named Shaun mentioned in any of the papers.

      “No.”

      She breathes deeply, closes her eyes and lets out the words, “I’m going to lose you, and it’s okay.”

      “What are you talking about?” I feel as if a steel band cuts through my chest cleaving me open. She’s ready to stab me with a knife.

      Her eyes open, her gaze remains fixated on the papers. “This was amazing while it lasted, and whatever happens next will be for the best.”

      “I’m not a good person. On the contrary, I have done bad things.” She presses her lips together. “Illegal.”

      My heart thunders inside my ribcage waiting for the story.

      “Corbin was an entrepreneur. If you asked what he did, he’d say that he was in media and ran a pharmaceutical shop.”

      “A pharmacy?” I frown.

      “No, that’s the fancy way of saying he was a drug dealer. If you needed a painkiller, he had all kinds. His websites were porn sites.”

      
        
        — — —

        Abby

      

      

      Abby Age Seventeen

      After six months I thought that my life had improved. Mom ignored me for the most part. She never cared about my whereabouts or even acknowledged me. Marriage suited her. At least her relationship agreed with me. I had finally shed the abuse from my life. Although, my house changed a lot during the first few weeks after the Stanley’s moved in with us. We had a daily parade of strangers coming and going into the basement. Some stayed for only minutes and others … I never saw leave.

      I didn’t pay much attention because I went to school and worked part time outside of the house. However, the late noise bothered me. Corbin and Shaun watched TV in the basement. It was loud. Women wailed, and men grunted. Cries for more or to take it harder, bitch went on and on. One night, I heard mom complaining.

      “Shaun was watching porn,” she whined.

      It was troubling to see the mean witch behave like a teenager in love. Corbin had a big hold over her. Had it been anyone else, she’d have yelled until the other person begged for forgiveness.

      “He’s an adult and watching adult movies is healthy,” Corbin defended him.

      “Fine, but can you ask him to turn it down a little?”

      “We’re renovating the place, so you won’t hear much noise in a couple of months.”

      “As long as you pay the bills,” she said with disdain. “I don’t care what happens downstairs. But maybe he should look for a woman instead of just watching that trash.”

      My ears perked up because that didn’t sound right. Shaun was downstairs watching porn twenty-four-seven? He had too much time on his hands. Either way it didn’t affect me. My life was outside of that house. I could do almost anything I wanted—even run away. I wish I had done that. During the week, I spent all day in school and in the evenings, I was working.

      A few weeks later I heard Corbin say, “We’re soundproofing the basement, babe. The construction crew is coming in today to start tearing up the walls and building a couple of rooms. One of them will be my office. They’re replacing the sliding glass doors in the back. Shaun has visitors often, and I don’t want them to intrude.”

      True to his word, the noise stopped. The number of visitors however, increased. From my window, I watched as guys came through that new basement door. Ava wandered downstairs too. She’d be gone when I arrived home from work. Around three or four in the morning she’d come back to bed, always crying. I never questioned what was happening until one night when she came upstairs bleeding. Her clothes were torn.

      “What happened to you?”

      I had a hunch, but didn’t want to assume. I mean, she was with her father. Nothing bad should happen to her. While I helped her into the shower, I studied her body horrified. Her breasts were purple, her wrists red with rope marks, and blood dripped down her thighs.

      “We should call the police,” I suggested.

      “No, don’t do that. They’ll punish me—or you.”

      “Who?”

      “Dad.”

      I felt sick to my stomach while Ava told me that a man had done this to her with her father’s permission.

      “That’s wrong.”

      “I’m eighteen,” she said. “A consenting adult. He didn’t do all this until I was old enough. Before it wasn’t as bad.”

      “What do you mean?”

      She was vague about what happened to Shaun and her, but it was clear to me.

      “He’s molested you?” I asked, horrified.

      “Something like that.” Her voice was broken and so was she.

      My heart broke. This couldn’t be happening. Not in my house. I promised her that I’d take care of her, that I’d make it better. Her father had to be stopped.

      “You can’t escape them,” she said. “I already tried, and they beat me. It was so bad that I couldn’t leave the bed or open my eyes for days.”

      “Shaun … does he need help too?”

      She shrugged. “Dad gives him stuff to keep him happy, and if he wants more, he’d better obey him.”

      I couldn’t wrap my head around everything she was telling me.

      “My mother likes you. She might want to help you.”

      “I don’t think she likes me as much as you think,” she snarled.

      “Well, if no one listens to me, we’ll run away. I have money.”

      The next morning, I talked to my mother and told her everything that Ava had said.

      “You’re a fucking liar,” she said, pulling my hair.

      “Corbin!” she called him desperately.

      “Tell him, tell him what you just told me, bitch.” She slammed my head against the wall. “Tonight, you’re not sleeping in your bedroom. In fact, I’ll have them get rid of your bed. From now on, you’ll sleep on the floor.”

      “What’s going on?”

      His eyes flared with pleasure when he saw the way my mother was treating me. Whatever passed through his mind scared the fuck out of me.

      “She says that you’re abusing Ava and that you’re a drug dealer,” Mom explained.

      “You bitch,” he roared, with his hand pressed against my neck, choking me. “If you ever repeat that you’re going to pay.”

      My eyes stung. He pushed me to the floor and kicked me in the stomach and the head. This couldn’t be happening. Instead of going to school, I went to the police station and reported what was happening at home. Corbin and Mom came to pick me up.

      “Sorry. She’s mentally ill,” Corbin explained. Mom nodded in agreement. “She stopped taking her medication. She watched a movie last night, and now she’s starting to mix fantasy with reality. We love her so much.”

      Neither one said a word to me, but when I got home, Shaun dragged me to the basement. He kept me there for several days. I understood what Ava had gone through. He filmed everything he did to me. Shaun made me watch every video and look at every picture of myself as he uploaded them to the websites.

      “I like it when you beg me to stop.” He palmed his dick, licking his lips.

      Since the principal called to ask about my absences, they allowed me to go back to school. Corbin didn’t want to raise any red flags. They made me quit my jobs.

      “If you say a word, Ava will pay for it,” Corbin threatened me.
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      Abby skims through the report and points at the picture of the guy lying on the floor outside her house.

      “He was one of his biggest clients,” Abby says letting out a breath. “His business shifted once Mom learned what he was doing. He pimped everyone he could. Shaun, Ava, Mom, the other women he lured to the house …”

      Me, she mouths.

      Anger spirals in the pit of my stomach as I learn of the hell she lived through. While at the same time I have flashes of my old life, the women crying and the men mounting them.

      She sends an indifferent glance around the room. “Some days were worse than others. Mom didn’t care if they killed me or not.”

      Not Abby, I repeat in my head. I knew it was bad but this … I’m breaking inside and holding back the tears. How could someone be so evil?

      “What happened to your mother?”

      “She fell sick and never recovered. Ava swore that Corbin killed her. Not that I care.” She’s cold and distant.

      “This guy was a detective,” she continued, completely detached from herself. “He liked to play with Ava and his gun. He did crazy things with both of them, but swore he loved her and was faithful to her—only Ava.”

      “Some nights, Corbin made me watch because he knew how much I hated to see them hurt her. She was so tiny and fragile. I was unable to save her.”

      Her chin quivers. “I tried so hard to protect her. Sometimes I would bring her food from school knowing she hadn’t eaten for days.”

      “And you?”

      She shrugs.

      “You weren’t eating either, were you?”

      “I wanted to die. I was ready for it. We had a plan, Ava and me. She’d help me. We’d take the gun away from the detective, and she’d shoot me.”

      “Abby,” I gasp.

      “It all went wrong. She fought for the gun; Shaun was armed too. He tried to shoot the guy but instead, he hit his sister.” Abby touches her face. “Right here.”

      “Shaun reacted right away and unloaded his gun on the detective.”

      My heart thumps fast as I wait for her to continue.

      “Where were you?”

      “Close to her, frozen.” Her eyes open wide. “Angry because she didn’t deserve to die. It was my bullet. I had wronged her so many times, and I was so tired.”

      Her words puncture my heart.

      “Corbin ordered Shaun to take the computers and all the equipment to his car. To use the back door. In the meantime, he trashed the house.” She turns the pages, looking at the pictures.

      “He stopped right in front of me and ran his gun down my face and my throat. ‘A thief came in and you hid in the closet. You heard Ava crying and then the gunshots. You didn’t see anything,’ he ordered.”

      She laughs hysterically. “Kill me,” I begged him. “Finish me now!”

      “He laughed at me and then said, ‘If you breathe one word about anything that’s happened in this house, I swear I’ll have Shaun teach you a lesson, and then, I’ll cut every inch of you.’”

      I’m speechless, my arms are too heavy to reach out to her and hug her. She needs me, yet, I can’t seem to react.

      “Shaun came back to the room wearing a ski mask. He broke the window and threw the body outside. They escaped from the basement. Once they left, I cried and held Ava. After a while, Corbin came back and right behind him, the police. I wished they had left a gun behind, so I could kill myself.”

      “Abby,” I say once she’s finished.

      “They broke my body and my mind. I still don’t know why he didn’t shoot me. When the police told me they’d put me into foster care I was confused, but relieved. I thought I was free. I’m not. He’s been keeping tabs on me.”

      “Are you sure?”

      “On graduation day, I saw him. Corbin. He’s watching me. Even now, I think he’s keeping an eye on me. I’m not sure how or why … or maybe he was right and I’m mixing fantasy with reality.”

      What she’s telling me sounds scary and more like a horror movie than real life. I’m numbed as I process everything she’s told me.

      She stares at the pictures of Ava’s dead body. I wipe the tears tumbling down her cheeks. We don’t say anything for a long time. I’m stunned silent, blinking up at her as I wish I knew what to say.

      “What can I do for you?”

      “I need a shower,” she says jumping off the bed and closing the bathroom door behind her.

      The documents remain on the bed. I pick them up, yet I’m looking away from them. It’s like looking at a fresh crime scene. Carefully, I set them on top of her nightstand and go to my room. I send a message to the private investigator I hired to find the whereabouts of Corbin and any information he could send about his businesses.

      I call Mom who picks up right away.

      “Did you know?”

      “What are you talking about, Weston?”

      “Abby, did you know what really happened to her?”

      “I’ve no idea what you’re talking about,” she claims innocently, but I know her.

      “She was abused,” I grunt.

      “She told you?”

      “Why didn’t you tell me?”

      “I wasn’t sure,” she says. “She wasn’t my first foster child, Wes. I’ve seen and heard a lot of horror stories. A malnourished girl who wouldn’t talk. Her sister was raped and killed. According to the forensic report, she had been physically abused for a long time. Your dad and I just assumed that the same happened to Abby.”

      “What do I do?”

      “She needs love, understanding, and support from her family. Everything that we’ve been doing for the past six years. Nothing different, Wes.”

      “Everything is different, Mom.” I hang up the phone.

      She’s asking me to sit down and do nothing. All I want is to kill the mother fuckers who hurt her. I let go of all the tears I held in while she told me the story. I cry as if the ferocity of my tears might erase her pain and those horrid memories. As if the sheer force of my grief could undo the past.

      How can I save her? Is it too late? I change my clothes and go out for a run, dissolving myself into the night, wanting to disappear because there’s nothing I can do to make this better. I can’t save the woman I love. Even if I find them, whatever I do wouldn’t give her back what she lost. Still, I think about the ways I could kill those sons of bitches. As the sun comes up, my legs start to give out, and I drop to my knees. The sounds echoing across the lake are of birds singing accompanied by my wailing carried in the damp air. Everything is static, frozen. Helpless, just like me.
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      “Why are you here?” I ask Sterling when I enter the house.

      “Mom called a few hours ago saying, ‘your brother needs you,’” He explains, shrugging. “I found myself a private jet, a pilot, and came to check on you.”

      He pretends to check his watch and says, “I arrived a couple of hours ago. The door was open, and Abby has been taking a shower since then—or before I arrived. What happened?”

      “Nothing.” I walk into the kitchen where I find the scattered police reports. “What are these doing here?”

      “Since there was nothing else to do, I decided to entertain myself.” He taps the papers. “Interesting shit. I assume the old wound is open and gushing.”

      I nod, flinching at the gory way he said it.

      He shakes his head.

      That’s all we exchange for several minutes as we both stare at the gruesome pictures and read the testimony of the neighbors.

      Nice family, quiet girls.

      They kept to themselves.

      The Dad’s charming. Poor man. Since he lost his wife he’s been a total mess, still a great father.

      There’s no mention of Shaun in any of the papers. Did she make him up?

      Fuck, I sound like every other person who has doubted her. No wonder she’s afraid of that.

      “I have no idea what happened, but I know of a few places where she can go.”

      “What the fuck are you talking about?” I arch an eyebrow.

      “Her best bet is going to a trauma and PTSD rehabilitation center,” he says in a dry tone of voice. “This is out of your hands. Even the great Weston Ahern can’t do much. You need therapy too. Your girl, the woman you love, lived through a hell on earth, and she relives it daily. That is hard to deal with.”

      I scrub my face with both hands. Is he right?

      “I told you, you can love her, but you can’t save her,” he reminds me of what he said only yesterday.

      “Let me check on her.”

      He checks his watch and shakes his head. “Nah, give her space. She’s annoyed with me. I’ve been checking on her every fifteen.”

      “Why are you here?” Abby is at the bottom of the stairs. She wears her running outfit and is shooting daggers at Sterling with her eyes.

      “You told him?” She points an accusatory finger at me.

      “We had an issue earlier and the janitor is at his apartment—fixing the mess. I had to find another place for Terry and me,” Sterling says casually as he tilts his head toward the sleeping dog.

      “These?” she gathers the reports.

      “Found them in your room and read them while I waited for you two.”

      My brother is amazing at impromptu answers. There’s no fucking way I could’ve come up with that as fast as he did.

      “That’s a crazy crime scene,” Sterling continues. “You should go to rehab.”

      She huffs. “Rehab won’t do shit for someone like me. Thank you for the advice, though.”

      Abby grabs a granola bar and walks toward the entrance. “I’m going for a run.”

      “Do you want me to go with you?” I offer, as my legs protest.

      There’s no fucking way I can move another inch for the next couple of hours.

      “Nah, I’d appreciate it if you didn’t share more with him,” she says, emphasizing the last four words.

      “I won’t.”

      “Uh-huh.” She nods her head. “He’s a good liar, but I know his tells. And yours.”

      Abby rushes out of the house without saying another word.

      “What did Mom tell you?”

      “Nothing, I swear. She said that you needed me. Since Abby wasn’t herself while I was here, I figured she was telling the truth.” He shrugs. “It’s not often that my big bother needs me. I had to come to your rescue.”

      I don’t need rescuing, but I could use some guidance. I’m way over my head with Abby.  She needs my understanding, but all I can think about is killing the men who hurt her.

      My phone rings, I answer immediately worried about Abby. Did something happen to her?

      “Hey,” I greet her.

      “This is Johnson. The private investigator.”

      I check the number and realize that it’s not Abby’s. My shoulders sag with relief. “What do you have for me?”

      “I emailed you some basic information about Corbin Stanley. From what I can tell, Shaun Stanley doesn’t exist. Are you sure about the name?”

      “He’s his child.”

      “The man doesn’t have any children.”

      “Ava Stanley?”

      “The deceased?” he asks. “I would have to dig for more information on her. That’s going to take more man-hours. You haven’t approved the quote yet.”

      “I don’t care how much it costs. I need to find out whatever I can about this man and make sure he stays away from my girlfriend.”

      “For protection, you’ll need a bodyguard. I have a good contact. If you want, I can send you some information. They’re pricey, but worth it.” He goes silent. “They might be able to help you more than I can on this particular case.”

      “Why do you say that?”

      “Stanley’s records are sketchy. I don’t have all the resources that this security company has. They can provide you with more intel and even protection.” He chuckles. “You can say that this is above my paygrade.”

      I rub my chin staring at the police report. These people he mentioned might give me exactly what I need to protect Abby, and to keep this from ever happening again.

      “Send me the bill and the contact for the security company,” I say hanging up the phone.

      The moment I receive the details for HIB, I dial their number, but the voicemail picks up.

      “Our hours of operation are Monday through Friday from eight to five Pacific Standard Time. If you reached us outside those hours, please leave a message. If you need immediate assistance, send an email to our hotline.”

      I send an email, and their automatic response arrives with a generic message that they’ll look at my case and get back to me within twenty-four to forty-eight hours. The time frame works for me. I still don’t know what I’ll do with the information that they might be able to provide for me.

      Maybe once I know who I’m dealing with, I’ll be able to figure out a solution. In the meantime, we’re sticking to my original plan. Abby and I will remain in Tahoe for the next month. Knowing what I know now, there’s no fucking way I’d take her back to Denver. Fuck, she should hate me for forcing her to come back with me.

      “I’m going to take a quick shower,” I announce.

      “Hey whatever you're thinking, you should stop,” My brother says.

      “Why?” I finally pay attention to him.

      “You’ve been lost inside your mind since you received that call. What are you trying to do?”

      “Nothing,” I disregard the question and leave.

      “Weston,” he calls my name a couple of times, but I ignore him.

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      Once I prepare breakfast, I set my computer on the counter and start reading the reports Johnson sent me. As he mentioned, the info is pretty basic. Corbin Stanley is fifty-two. He lives in Thornton. It disturbs me that the house he lives in belongs to Abby.

      “Fucking hell.” I run a hand through my hair.

      “Why are you doing this?” Sterling is reading along with me.

      “I’m not sure yet.”

      “Stop.”

      “He shouldn’t be in her house,” I exhale harshly. “I can have him kicked out of there within the next couple of days.”

      “Is that what Abby wants?” Since when is Sterling the logical sibling?

      I rub my temple and ignore him. Anger rises when I read that he lives off of his investments. Well, he’s about to lose his savings and everything he owns. If I talk to the right people, I can fuck him seven ways to Sunday. He’ll pay for what he did to Abby. We’re going to bury that asshole.

      Would she be willing to talk to the police?

      My heart stops. I can’t put her through that again. If I do this—catch the fucker—I’ve got to do it without Abby.

      HIB security could be the answer. I just need to research more about them. They might be able to help me in more ways than I can imagine. The price doesn’t matter.
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      “Sterling,” I greet him entering the house. “Why are you here?”

      He shrugs.

      “I called Mom last night,” Wes’ voice resonates through the house. I look around and find him outside, sitting by the patio. “It didn’t make sense to me that she didn’t know.”

      The words ring in my head like a cymbal crash. Did Linda have any idea? I find my strength and walk toward the backdoor like a skinless snake on broken glass. I lean against the door frame. He’s sitting by the table focusing on his computer.

      “Did you tell her?” I square my shoulders shooting him a venomous look.

      He shakes his head. “She already knew because of Ava’s forensic report. Mom and Dad assumed but never pushed you to tell them any details.”

      That’s a freaking lie. They pushed me to talk. Linda insisted on therapy. She asked me if something had happened to me that night. If the man had touched me. I responded with the truth.

      “No, that guy never touched me.” I hid the rest.

      “Do you know that the report says, Ava Lyons-Stanley?”

      My eyes open wide, and I shake my head.

      “Nothing in those documents make sense. Corbin said that he loved you two like his own. I have so many questions. I find it strange that after the forensic report they didn’t question him again.” He shrugs, glued to his computer. “Anyway, Mom worries about you and for some reason she thought it’d be a good idea to have Sterling with us.”

      The Wes who listened to my story is gone. This version of him is controlling and doesn’t care about the people around him—including me. I hoped I was wrong and that he wouldn’t look at me differently, but I’d already felt him changing as I told my story. Our bond snapped like a fragile twig being stepped on by a child. I lost him, or I never had him in the first place.

      “What are you doing, Weston?” I can’t help but ask.

      If he’s going to end it, he might as well do it right now. I know that face, the posture. He’s working on something. Obsessed. He’s throwing himself back into work and trying to ignore me. I shouldn’t be surprised. I’m not the girl he wanted. The pure, defenseless Abigail Lyons.

      “Doing some research,” he answers. “I’m talking to my lawyer about your house.”

      The blood drains from my face. No, no. I need to scream, but my body has become petrified stone, and my voice disappears.

      “He’s going to send you a power of attorney, so he can proceed on your behalf.”

      The air becomes hot and heavy. I stiffen, shivering with anger and fear.

      “Let it be,” I say harshly. “You shouldn’t be fixing what’s not broken.”

      “Your grandmother left it to you,” he refutes, matching my tone. “Both the house and money you haven’t claimed.”

      “I don’t need the money.”

      He stands up, nostrils flaring. He clenches his jaw so tightly that I can hear his teeth grinding.

      “You can donate it or do whatever you want. That’s only the beginning. He has to pay.” He slams the table. “Corbin Stanley deserves to be in jail!”

      I take a step backward, my heart beating fast. This man, the Weston in front of me is unrecognizable. He’s thirsty for vengeance. I have no idea where I stand. Where’s my Wes? The guy who’d be taking me into his arms and telling me that no matter what, I’m his Abby.

      He’s in my head. He’s a figment of my imagination. The perfect guy I built out of desperation when I was on the edge, ready to kill myself. While I ran, I decided to be strong for myself. If I couldn’t save anyone, at least I should try to pull myself together.

      “This isn’t your problem,” I say calmly. “It’s mine to deal with.”

      “Children, stop this nonsense!” Sterling steps closer and gives me a note.

      “He hasn’t told me what’s going on,” Sterling says. “But assuming that your PTSD symptoms are worsening. My suggestion is to seek help from a professional, but know that I’m here to support you.”

      “I just want it to go away,” I wail in frustration. “Not remember what happened to Ava or to me. That part of my life is over.”

      “Done.” I collapse on the floor, beginning to cry. “It has to be over because if it’s not, he’s going to find me and torture me before he kills me.”

      I’m not afraid of dying but of how he’d do it. Breaking me emotionally, mentally, and physically until I couldn’t continue anymore. Then maybe he might pull the trigger. Unless he decided to torture me for as long as he lives.

      No matter how long I cry, the tears don’t stop. This time though, Wes scoops me into his arms. He cradles me for a long time without saying a word. I think he knows there’s nothing he can say to fix it. I’m beyond repair.

      Once I’m all cried out, I finally speak, “I want to leave today.”

      I move away from his hold, peeling myself off of him. If I continue depending on his strength, I won’t be able to stand on my own two feet.

      “Where?”

      “Denver,” I respond because I had a plan years ago that I should’ve followed through with when I saw what was happening to Ava. “Tonight, maybe tomorrow.”

      “We’re staying here. You don’t have to go back.”

      “I’m only going back to pack my things and change my bank accounts.” I clear my tears.

      “We can have someone do all of that for you,” he says.

      “No, I need my car,” I continue explaining. “Your dad left me a nice trust. I can start a new life with it. Away from the past and where no one knows me.”

      “Abby, please think about this.” His face goes ashen.

      “I am. I did for a long time. This is never going away, Wes.” I draw circles around my temples with my index fingers. “The PTSD as Sterling called it. Those scars are permanent. No amount of therapy will make me forget that she died because of me. That I couldn’t save her—or myself. I let them do horrible things to us.”

      “She wasn’t your responsibility. You’re here, and I want to help you.” Wes sounds and looks defeated.

      “Fix me,” I correct him.

      “No, Abby.”

      “Please, don’t lie to me. You’re already finding out about Corbin. Are you going to go to the police?”

      My voice rises. It booms through the house. “You’re just calling more attention toward me. He has friends everywhere. The man’s clients are powerful—politicians visited the house. He has leverage too. Corbin taped everything. You’ll put your family in danger.”

      “Abby, you can’t believe that.”

      “Are you calling me delusional?” My ears ring with anger. This can’t be happening. “You don’t believe me that they are dangerous, do you?”

      The one person I trusted, and he’s no different than everyone else. “Do you believe any part of what I said?”

      “Of course I do,” he answers.

      “Then stop what you’re doing. You’re already fixating on this, aren’t you?” I walk around the house.

      “This is who you are. The guy who gets obsessed with an imperfection and tries to find a way to make it functional.” My words fall out like a frantic mess, like frenzied bees shaken out of their nest. There has to be a way to stop him. Maybe I should leave him—them. They might be in danger.

      “I’m not a computer or some stupid gadget that’s broken. The good news is that I won’t be around for you to see my flaws.”

      “Abby,” he marches toward me.

      “Stop,” I order him. “Thank you for everything you’ve done for me, but your duty is done. Have you stopped to think that your behavior might be hurting me?”

      He stares at me. The silence sucks the air out of the room.

      “Abby, please. What’s going on? You can’t think about leaving. You promised,” he says with a shaky voice. “I swore to protect you.”

      “Just let me go,” I plead.

      Weston takes a step back. My decision to leave isn’t a light one. I won’t be safe unless I disappear. And what if Corbin and Shaun decide to hurt Wes and his family to get to me? Am I being delusional and paranoid? My mind is in turmoil, I can’t think straight. I should just leave. A trip to Canada or Mexico might be in order. I could stay there for a few months while I look for a place to call home.

      I pack a few things and call an Uber, but as I make my way to the stairs, Sterling is there holding the kennel in one hand and his duffle bag in the other.

      “Ready?”

      “Where are you going?”

      “Back home,” he says. “Denver.”

      “That poor dog is going to hate you,” I point at Terry who is playing with a bone.

      “Nah, he loves it.”

      Wes is nowhere to be found. I’m both relieved and saddened.

      “If you’re looking for my brother, he’s in the car.”

      My shoulders sag because I don’t think I can survive a flight with him.

      Sterling adds, “He’s driving us to the airport. Unless, you want to stay with him and fix your relationship.”

      I deflate at his suggestion. Wouldn’t it be nice?

      “Slugger, that’s not possible. He wants someone who doesn’t exist. I tried to be her, but … I can’t.”

      Sterling shakes his head. “Go where I told you. Find out who you want to be.”

      He says it as if it’s so simple. It’s much more complicated than just talking about my feelings and starting meds to kill my anxiety. I don’t tell him anything. Maybe he’s right and this place can give me peace. That’s all I need.

      The drive to the airport is quiet. This kind of thick silence that sucks the air around us and poisons the soul. Tensing against the shaking of my limbs is useless, but I do it instinctively, trying to suppress the sadness that’s overwhelmingly painful. I need a drink to counteract the fear that threatens to engulf me. On second thought, I should stop drinking so much. It numbs my mind only for a few hours and then everything comes back sharper and more painful.

      Wes parks the car by the curve. I rush out taking my bag from the trunk and securing my purse over my shoulder. Before I take a step forward, I turn around and meet his gaze. He’s staring at me, his eyes filled with moisture.

      “Thank you,” I say, swallowing my feelings and all the tears. “For everything. You were my rock since the day I met you. I wish ...”

      What do I wish?

      I have no idea anymore.

      For him to give me one last hug.

      I wish for one last kiss.

      For him to accept me and love me the way I really am.

      I don’t want him to fix me but to accept my brokenness, as he called it last night.

      “It’s killing me,” he mumbles. “Will you ever come back to me?”

      Would you ever love me the way I am?

      He scans my face waiting for an answer. Silence hangs in the air like the suspended moment before falling glass shatters on the ground. I chew my lip unsure of what to say. Any response might be a freaking lie.

      I open my mouth, but I can’t form any words.

      “I’m still yours, Abby,” he cries out loud. “Forever.”

      I love you, I swallow the words.

      “Take care, Wes.” Detaching myself from my feelings, I say, “Please, don’t do anything stupid. Let the dead rest in peace.”
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      Numb, I drive back to the house just to make sure that everything was closed properly and leave instructions for the management service. I request a deep clean of the place, plus emptying the refrigerator and covering the furniture. We won’t use the house until Abby comes back. I can’t be in Tahoe without her.

      We’ll be back though. There’s no fucking way that I’ll let her leave me without a fight. We belong together. I just need to figure out what to do to fix us. I book my ticket and go back to the airport.

      Once I arrive in Denver, Aaron takes me back home. My apartment is quiet. I hear Sterling across the hall calling Terry. At least I’m relieved knowing that my brother is with her. If there’s someone following her, which I doubt, she has Slugger beside her—keeping her safe.

      The next morning, I head to work. Around eight, I receive an email from HIB. Mason Bradley wants to meet in my offices at eleven. I check my watch and as I’m about to respond, I read it again.

      Mr. Ahern,

      I represent HIB. There are things we’d like to discuss regarding your inquiry. We’ll be in your offices at eleven. Make sure you’re available.

      M. Bradley

      He’s not requesting, but rather announcing his presence. It doesn’t sit well. Fuck if I’m going to let him just barge into my office. I send an email to cancel the meeting, but he doesn’t respond. I google the company, but everything redirects me to their website.

      “Hey, asshole.” Sterling knocks on the door as he enters.

      “What are you doing here?”

      “I dropped off Abby and wanted to check on you.”

      I grit my teeth so hard, my jaw aches. She can’t just be gone. I hoped to see her one last time before she left.

      “She’s gone?” I thread a hand through my hair.

      “Oh, not yet. I’m borrowing her car.” He jingles the keys.

      “She’s leaving on Wednesday though,” he informs me. “She’s planning on driving northeast. She’s staying in Cleveland for a few days with a friend from college and then driving to Toronto.”

      “Is she in the building?” I stand up, putting on my jacket. Maybe I can change her mind about leaving me.

      “Yeah. She’s also transferring some files. I convinced her to work for me and keep the charity shit going since no one else has time and she genuinely cares.”

      “Grants,” I correct him. “Will she work for Mom?”

      “How would I know?” He shrugs one shoulder.

      “Abby’s been ignoring her calls. She feels like a poser for lying to her all these years.”

      “That’s bullshit.”

      “Hey, don’t shoot the messenger,” he warns me. “She’s feeling guilty about everything: keeping the truth from our parents, for Ava’s death. Survivor guilt is real and can make the person assume things that aren’t true.”

      “How do you know about it?” My mind is blown by everything that he’s been saying for the past few days.

      “My roommate during sophomore year had PTSD,” he says. “His brother committed suicide, and he found his body. I learned a lot from him while he was fighting his demons and trying to get better.”

      “How is he?”

      “It doesn’t go away if that’s what you’re expecting to hear. You learn to deal with it. We have to read about PTSD and learn how to help her.”

      “She’s leaving me,” I remind him.

      “For now. Maybe someday she’ll come back to you,” he sounds confident.

      I want to believe that what he says is true. Faith and hope, Mom says it all the time. That it’s all we have. Do we?

      Fuck. This isn’t about me, but I felt my entire world coming apart after she announced that she was leaving. Leaving me. I have no idea what to do for her or how to stop her from leaving.

      Then the answer hits me right in the head. Letting her go is the only way to help her. We’ve stopped her from leaving so many times. Ava, my parents … even me. If she had done it when she first thought of running, she’d be safe. She’d be free. I’m not going to be responsible for her sadness.

      “Sir,” Anita knocks on the door. “Your eleven o’clock is here.”

      I stiffen. Shit, for a minute I forgot about HIB.

      “Take them to the conference room.”

      “Well, I’m on my way out.” Sterling turns to the door and takes a step back when he sees two men outside my office. “Did you call the National Guard?”

      The men outside wear black cargo pants and plain black t-shirts. They’re in combat boots, buzz cuts, and the utility belts they wear seem to have several compartments, but neither one of them has a gun. I sigh with relief. I should tell Anita to keep security alert in case they become a problem.

      “What the fuck are you doing, Ahern?” Abby is outside her office, glaring at the men as if they were scrawny and a foot shorter.

      “Consulting,” I answer, taking my jacket with me. “If you’ll excuse us.”

      “You’re going to tell them, aren’t you?” She puts her hands on her hip.

      “I explained to you that this isn’t child’s play.” Her hands drop to her sides, forming fists of tension, her chest leaning toward me. “Do you have any idea what could happen to your family, you, or even the company if he finds out?”

      She wags a finger at the men in front of us. “These clowns are powerless.”

      One of them, the guy with brown hair and dark green eyes glares at her, then looks at the other man. “She’s going to be a problem. We should’ve brought Luna along.”

      I frown. Who is this guy, and who the fuck is Luna?

      “Excuse me?” Abby glares at him then at me.

      She’s ready to kick my ass.

      “Mason Bradley,” the guy with black hair and gray eyes extends his hand. “This is Anderson Hawkins. I wish we had met under different circumstances, Miss Lyons.”

      “Weston Ahern,” I introduce myself, shaking his hand and blocking Abby from their view. “Please follow me.”

      Bradley nods and then smirks at my brother. “Mr. Ahern, my sister’s a huge fan. I’ll be in touch. She wants to commission a few pieces.”

      Sterling, who never misses a chance to hand out his card, does it without batting an eyelash. He’s not bothered by what just happened. These men know who we are and I haven’t given them any information yet.

      I scratch my head. What the fuck did I do?

      “Mr. Ahern, this is one of my partners, Anderson Hawkins. We oversee logistics and meet with the clients privately because it’s overwhelming when we bring the entire team to the first meeting. I assure you that our two other partners are working on this case as we speak.”

      “Who are you people?”

      “HIB is a private company that provides high-security.” Mason Bradley begins “I began HIB a few years back. My focus was on security systems for international banking and providing bodyguards for high profile individuals traveling abroad. We’ve since adapted to suit the needs of our clientele.”

      “I just needed some information,” I stop him right there before he sells me his company.

      The man must have run a background check on me, and he’s trying to bank. Fucker, he has no idea who he’s dealing with.

      “As we grew, we created several subdivisions, one of which is human trafficking,” He says, pulling out his phone and tapping it a few times. “The information you requested set off a few alarms in our system. My partners and I don’t accept many cases, but this is something that we’re passionate about—child exploitation.”

      He pushes his phone my way with a picture of a middle-aged man, blonde hair. He’s fit, but not muscular.

      “This is your man. You called him Corbin Stanley. He has a few aliases, including Corbin Lyons.”

      “He’s not related to Abigail—”

      “We know,” he cuts me off. “He acquired the name once he married Olga Lyons. There were rumors that he ran an illegal operation out of his residence. Child pornography, drugs, even a prostitution ring too. It stopped after Mrs. Lyons and his daughter died.”

      “Ava’s death certificate says, Ava Lyons-Stanley,” he says taking his phone back. “Her birth name was Ava Gumbert. That’s Mr. Corbin’s first wife’s name.”

      No wonder it’s hard to find him. “Do you happen to know his real name?”

      “It’s Corbin Shelton. Ava had a twin brother. Shaun Gumbert.”

      “Do you know where he is?”

      “He lives here, in Colorado. We’re searching for his whereabouts. We know that he’s working with his father.” He scrunches his face. “Our people found him on the web using facial recognition software. Shaun was also exploited as a child and continues to work in the same line of business as Corbin.”

      I flinch.

      “The FBI is aware of this case,” Hawkins interjects. “Their people are working with us to bring down Corbin and his son. We endeavor to take down as many pictures of Ava and Miss Lyons as possible. Though you need to be aware that once a picture is uploaded, it is almost impossible to get rid of it entirely.”

      “They are still pictures circulating?”

      They both nod.

      “We found several servers that belong to Corbin,” Bradley explains. “In Russia and China. We’re planning on taking the sites down by the end of this week, but first we need to find him.”

      “He’s still exploiting children?”

      Bradley nods once. “I’m afraid so. Every day there are new videos and images uploaded to his websites. We have enough evidence to put him in jail.”

      This devastating news doesn’t sit well in my stomach. The guy is even worse than I thought.

      “What do you need from me?”

      They shake their heads. “Nothing. To stay out of his path. Ms. Lyons is right. The man is dangerous.”

      My heart leaps like a wild stag in my throat. Dangerous.

      “She believes that she’s seen him and Shaun around the area.”

      Bradley leans back in his chair and looks at Hawkins whose jaw twitches.

      “Can you ask her to join us please?” Hawkins requests.

      “I’d prefer it if she stays out of this.”

      “If you want to keep her safe, she needs to be in the loop,” Bradley says forcefully.

      What he’s saying doesn’t make sense in my head, but maybe he’s right. I give in and head to her office where I find her pacing angrily.

      “They want to talk to you.” I enter her office.

      “What did you tell them?” she barks the question, already on the attack.

      I explained to her who they are and what they do. How they decided to visit us because they want to catch Corbin too. Abby’s eyes flare with anger and without a word, she stalks away toward the conference room. She stands close to the door listening intently to every word they say. Once they finish, she finally takes a seat as if absorbing the information.

      “You’d believe me if I told you what they did to me?” She narrows her gaze.

      They both nod.

      “But you’re not the police. There’s nothing you can do to him.”

      “We’re not, but we have a close relationship with the FBI. Special Agent Luke Galvez is in New York working with one of our partners.”

      “Corbin can buy people. He’s always got something up his sleeve to blackmail them with.”

      Bradley’s lip twitches slightly. He either finds her laughable, or he wants to get his hands on that material. I choose to believe the latter.

      “You shouldn’t worry about that, but I’m glad you told me. Rest assured that once we apprehend him, we’ll put him away for a long time.”

      “What about Shaun?” She chews the inside of her cheek. “He’s in the area.”

      Bradley leans forward, taking her hand. “We’re going to catch them both. I assure you, you’re safe.”

      “Corbin gets away with everything. The man still lives in my old house and hasn’t stopped hurting people.”

      “How do you know he still lives there?” He frowns. “You shouldn’t be in contact with him.”

      “I’m not. I learned from Peyton, an old friend.” She scratches the back of her head. I want to grab her hand and stop her from hurting herself. “This might sound crazy, but I sometimes feel like he’s following me.”

      She shakes her head and stands up. “Never mind. I hope you catch him and bring justice to his victims.”

      “Do you believe yourself to be in danger, Ms. Lyons?” Hawkins places his hands on top of the table and leans forward, studying her.

      Abigail’s back tenses. She fidgets with her fingers until her gaze finds mine. “Yes.” She walks away after crushing my chest with that single word.

      Hawkins tilts his head toward the door. “It might be unfounded, but she seemed upset at the possibility of the perpetrators being nearby.”

      “As we close the case, we can provide a couple of men to cover you,” Bradley mentions. “Just in case.”

      “Why wait?” Hawkins arches an eyebrow.

      “Unless you can stay for a couple of days, we don’t have any men available until Wednesday or Thursday.”

      Hawkins shakes his head. “Just make sure she’s not alone.”

      Bradley hands me a card. “Here’s my direct number in case you think of anything else or if you see them around. We’ll contact you when we close the case.”

      “That’s it?”

      Bradley nods. “That’s all. We just wanted to give you an overview and find out what you knew.”

      Hawkins pulls out a card. “If she needs to talk to someone, we have a team that will be happy to find her a program or a counselor.”

      “Thank you,” I say, overwhelmed by all the information. I have a sense of accomplishment and yet also feel like nothing was achieved with their visit.

      “I’m both happy and surprised that Ms. Lyons made it out alive.” Bradley shakes my hand. “Make sure you get her the support she needs.”

      I swallow hard realizing the magnitude of what he just said. He’s right. She could’ve easily died.

      Then, like thunder striking a tree, it hits me. “What if he’s been purposefully toying with her?”

      “How so?” They both stare at me.

      “He reported that she had a mental illness when Abby went to the police. In his statement, he emphasizes that Abby suffers from delusions. The last time she saw him, he swore he’d make her pay. The guy tortured her for months, and if what she says is true, someone really is following her. What if he’s just doing it to mess with her mind.”

      “He’s manipulating her,” Bradley agrees with me. “Fucking asshole.”

      “We should take her with us to Seattle,” Hawkins proposes.

      “We’re not going home just yet,” he answers to his partner.

      “She’s safe,” Bradley assures me, patting my shoulder. “I’ll be here by Wednesday.”

      I nod, thanking him.
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      I draw in a thick, shaky breath. The heat chokes me as I step outside the building. My chest spasms. He’s here. I see him. My body is hard, heavy, and immobile. Help. I want to say the word, but I can’t make my mouth function. Air. I can’t breathe.

      “Abby?” Sterling touches my shoulder.

      I shove my breath out, suck in another. Once I feel my legs, I spin toward the café. I should be safe in there. The air-conditioning is cold enough to shock me back into reality.

      One, two, three, four, five. I count the quartz, then pull the rubber band and begin to count again. The steady count inside my head helps me regulate my breathing. Everything is coming back into focus until a big bang and a shattering sound explodes inside my head. I freeze in shock, staring at the busy counter and the people laughing as if nothing has happened.

      “Hey, are you okay?” Sterling squats right next to me as I’m trying to bring my breathing under control.

      Fucking panic attacks. I should get myself committed. Those men upstairs messed with my head. Of course, Corbin isn’t here, nor Shaun. I’m safe.

      “I should leave tomorrow,” I say as I gasp for air.

      “You have to finish the wire transfers and make sure that you have everything you need to work remotely,” he reminds me. “On Wednesday we can leave for Nebraska.”

      “You’re coming with me?”

      “It sounds like a fun road trip. I was hoping you’d let me join you.”

      I clench my eyes shut and swallow my words and my thoughts. He wants to join me, but the man I want with me is his brother, who doesn’t care about my feelings. As much as I love Wes, right now, I hate him.

      “Hey, girl!” Peyton’s shrilly voice perforates the haze in my head.

      “Well, hello,” Sterling, who can’t seem to stop flirting, is already winking at her and sending a melting smirk.

      “Here, I brought you some lemonade. You don’t look so good.” She hands me a cup. I smile but don’t accept it. If I drink anything, I’m going to puke.

      “Thank you, I’m fine,” I lie.

      “Well, do you think you’re well enough to come with me tonight? Grandma would love to see you.”

      I tremble. Even thinking about going near my old house makes me nauseated. I smile at her though. She doesn’t have to know that her neighbor is a dangerous person. The less people who know, the better.

      “I wish I could, but I’m leaving tomorrow.”

      Her eyebrows pull together, her gaze narrows on the window. “Leaving?”

      “Yeah, taking a break.”

      “Didn’t you just move back in Denver?”

      I open my mouth and close it trying to remember what I told her.

      “Hey,” Sterling interrupts us. “Why don’t you two catch up while I go and run some errands. I’ll be back with your car later today.”

      “Excellent idea,” Peyton says clapping excitedly. “Tell me all about this trip you’re planning.”

      Thank you, Slugger, I think as he leaves.

      “Do you want something to eat or drink?” Peyton insists, but I shake my head walking to the soda station and grabbing a cup of water.

      “The lemonade would’ve helped more.”

      “Thank you.” I try not to snarl at her, but she’s driving me insane.

      “Let me run to the employee room. I’ll be right back.” She walks away but stops at a booth and picks up a doll. It’s gray and raggedy.

      I take a step backward; it’s almost exactly like Ava’s old doll.

      “Hey,” Wes’ voice snaps me out of the trance that the toy put me in. “Are you okay?”

      Going crazy, but fine. I turn around to check on Peyton. She’s gone, and so is the doll. Did I imagine it?

      “Why are you here?”

      “Sterling told me he left you alone.”

      “I can take care of myself,” I say between clenched teeth. “Actually, I’m going back to work. My appetite is gone.”

      He frowns. “You’re not hungry?”

      “Yeah, I know,” I roll my eyes. “I never thought I’d say that. But it happens.”

      
        
        — — —

      

      

      I’m emotionally and physically drained. I’ve been working all day on the applications. Wiring money and requesting more information. Wes kept watching me. He brought me dinner around five and reminded me that I had to head home early. Thankfully, he had a meeting in Golden which is an hour drive from home.

      By eight, the only one left around the offices is me. I can see why Wes likes to arrive earlier than everyone and leave later. The silence allows me to work faster and think better. I’m done going through all the applications we received this year. Sending one last email requesting more information from an applicant who forgot to send it, I shut down my computer. My phone rings as I gather all my things.

      It’s a text from Wes.

      Wes: You’re not home yet.

      Me: How do you know that?

      Is he here? I unlock my door and check on his office door which is closed. I take a look around the empty building floor. It’s well illuminated, but quiet.

      Wes: Sterling just texted me.

      Sterling should be minding his own business.

      Wes: Are you alone?

      Abby: That’s a strange question. The security guard is around.

      Wes: Head home. You’re not safe.

      He’s being paranoid. We have security cameras on every floor.

      But I take his advice and pack up to leave. The garage is just as safe. My car is on the far end close to the garage exit, away from the elevators. Only a few more cars remain in the underground garage. When I pull the car door handle as I’m about to climb in, I see writing on my windshield.

      You can’t hide from me, bitch.

      My heart stutters in my chest and my body trembles. I scan the entire area, holding my breath as panic overtakes me. There’s nothing here. I take a picture because this can’t just be my mind playing tricks on me.

      Who is doing this? Earlier it was Ava’s old doll that jarred me. A toy that looked so much like it was in the booth, then in Peyton’s hands before they both disappeared. Someone left it at the café on purpose. It’s not my imagination; he’s watching me.

      Cold shivers run down my spine. I jump in the car and pull out of the parking lot as fast as I can. In less than ten minutes I’m turning left on Quebec Street. That’s the beauty of the streets in the area, they’re almost empty at night. The downside, the fucking traffic cameras. I’m positive that I’ll be getting a few tickets for going over fifty miles per hour where the speed limit was thirty-five.

      Once I enter the underground garage, I pull out my whistle and run to my apartment. My breathing is shallow from running from my parking spot to the stairs and all the way up. I know that I’m safe. No one can break into this building. My throat closes when I realize that whoever left the message on my windshield already accessed the highly secured parking lot at our offices without raising any red flags.

      Nothing will stop them from breaking into my apartment.

      I jolt when my phone rings. It’s Wes. I want to let it go to voicemail and answer it at the same time.

      Wes: Abby, pick up the fucking phone. I need to know where you are?

      “Hey,” I gasp for air.

      “Why are you out of breath?”

      “I decided to run up the stairs?”

      “Abigail, is everything okay?” His voice carries more worry than what I feel.

      “Why wouldn’t it be?” I dare to ask.

      Is he hiding something from me? Should I tell him what happen or just let it go?

      “I’m on my way home,” he announces, I hear the engine come to life.

      “Stop worrying about me. Everything is fine. I should be out of your hair soon.”

      “I don’t want you to leave,” he barks. “Maybe I didn’t handle things the way I should have when you told me, but the last thing I want is to lose you, Abby.”

      Is it? Because he’s pushing me further and further away.

      “What’s happening?” His voice mellows.

      Nothing is happening. So what if they are watching me? There’s nothing they can do to me that they haven’t already done. I don’t hang up but debate about what to tell him. In the meantime, I get water from the kitchen and look into ordering some food online. Maybe we can share one last meal. If I skip town tomorrow, I should be in Nebraska by evening or maybe Chicago if I drive twenty-hours straight. Sterling might indulge me.

      Instead, I decide to order food from the Greek place downstairs and just pick it up.

      “Souvlaki?”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “I’m always hungry, unless I feel sick,” I remind him.

      “Order a combination platter, too,” he suggests.

      I hang up with him and place my order. They promise to have it ready in twenty-minutes. I hop in the shower and afterwards change into a pair of yoga pants, a t-shirt, and my Berkeley sweatshirt. I set my phone inside of my kangaroo pocket along with my credit card. My legs are still shaky from earlier. I decide to take the elevator. As I’m going out, I receive a text.

      Sterling: You want to hang out tonight?

      Abby: If you want to join us, we’re having Greek.

      Sterling: Wes is joining us?

      Abby: Yeah.

      Sterling: You two should figure out your shit. He’s heartbroken just like you.

      Abby: It’s better this way. He’ll find someone soon. He always does.

      I push the door open and walk toward the restaurant which is only a few steps from the door.

      “Hello, Abigail.” My back stiffens as I hear those words. That voice.

      “Shaun,” I say turning to my left.

      He doesn’t look much different. His eyes still look lost and his body fit enough to look healthy but not strong. I could maybe take him. But I should really run.

      “Your bodyguards aren’t with you?” He says, his eyes looking around.

      I hold onto the phone and move my fingers fast texting Sterling.

      “Put the phone down,” Shaun orders me, pulling out his jacket slightly.

      I notice the gun. Before I do what he orders, I glance at the screen and set my finger on the arrow to record voice messages, then shove my hand along with the phone inside my pocket.

      “What do you want?”

      “You don’t seem too afraid.” He takes a step forward. “You never were easily frightened. The little brave bitch who always fought me. Dad’s waiting for you.”

      “I don’t care,” I say with conviction. “Go away or I’ll call the police.”

      “Dad doesn’t get you, but I do.” He lifts his hands as if he’s about to touch me, and I take a step backward.

      “Stay away from me.”

      “Dad swore that you’d come easily,” he says. “But he doesn’t know you as well as I do.”

      He licks his lips. “You like it rough.”

      “I don’t like anything.”

      “Don’t lie to me, bitch. You like it when I rough you up. You think you’re better than us because you lived with those rich fuckers. I’ll have to remind you who you are, whore.” He laughs.

      His hot, rancid breath hits the back of my nose. He’s close enough that I lift my knee and hit him in his junk. I run toward the restaurant, hit send to the message, and call Wes.

      “He’s here,” I say gasping for air. “Shaun. He has a gun.”

      “Where are you?” His voice is urgent.

      “Inside the restaurant.”

      “Stay where you are,” he orders. “Please, don’t move. I’m calling the police.”

      “They can’t do anything,” I insist. Why can’t he believe me that the police are either powerless or they’re their accomplices.

      “Abigail,” Shaun’s voice is colder. “Have you heard of leverage?”

      “I explained to my father that you wouldn’t come willingly.” He grins with satisfaction, showing me his phone. It’s a picture of Peyton tied up in a trunk. “But you’ll do anything for your friends, won’t you?”

      “She’s nothing to me,” I control my emotions.

      “I beg to differ. Her grandma has so many stories about the two of you hanging out together.”

      I shrug. “That was years ago.”

      “Then I can tell Daddy to play with her and you wouldn’t care?”

      My blood freezes. “She’s not your father’s type.”

      “We’re all his type,” he says, emphasizing the words.

      I forget that Shaun isn’t just his father’s accomplice, he’s also his victim.

      “Are you going to kill Peyton just like you killed Ava?”

      His words hit me hard in the stomach. “I didn’t do anything to Ava,” I say weakly, knowing that I did. “You shot her. Not me.”

      “You let her die. After you, we had to move away and find new girls because you left to live a lush life. You murdered my sister and now, you’re killing Peyton too.”

      I cover my ears. He’s wrong. I didn’t do anything. He pulled the trigger; it wasn’t me.

      “Come with me, Abigail,” he says, grabbing my elbow. “You’re a good girl, and you want to save Peyton.”

      I do. She has a grandmother who counts on her and once she finishes her teaching degree she’s going to make a difference.

      “You swear you’re going to release Peyton?”

      “She’ll be free to do whatever she wants.” He crosses his heart and smiles. “I knew you’d see things my way. You always do.”

      “The only reason I’m following you, Shaun, is because I hope that this can be the end.”

      “It’ll be the end of you. If you beg nicely I might not make you suffer too much.” He winks at me with a look in his eyes that’s meant to scare me, but it doesn’t.

      This is over. It might be my moment to surrender, but I won’t give him the satisfaction of seeing me suffer. I’ll pass from this earth with dignity.

      Goodbye, Wes.

      

      To be continued …
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      Thank you for reading BEGIN WITH ME!

      Continue reading Wes and Abby in Back to You!

      For the first time in his life, Wes Ahern has encountered something—someone—he can’t fix. Not with his hands, his words, not even with his love. 

      His head tells him Abby had to get out of Colorado to heal from the nightmare that nearly took her from him. To mend her wounded body, piece her broken spirit back together, and find out who she is behind the mask she felt forced to wear. 

      His first instinct was always to protect her. Still is. But as he faces his own pain, an agonizing realization dawns: that while he needs her more than his next breath, the best place for her may not be with him. Because while he always had her back, the secrets they kept—even from each other—have the power to destroy them.

      When their paths cross again, will their souls still recognize each other?
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      He was the resident bad boy. She’s small town royalty. Their love was doomed from the start.

      

      Finn spent his childhood living so far on the wrong side of the tracks, he couldn’t even see them through his trailer window. When he moves back to his small, southern hometown to open the first bar in a formerly dry county, he’s no longer the boy who left—he’s a man with something to prove. As long as he doesn’t allow himself to get sidetracked by the only girl he’s ever loved.

      

      Willow learned a long time ago to protect her heart at all costs, so her walls are firmly in place when her ex comes strolling back into town, all cockiness and charm. When they're thrown together on the job, she knows better than to give in to the tug of attraction that still simmers between them. She might be drawn to him, but she certainly doesn't trust him. It's time for her to prove she's not the brokenhearted girl he left behind.

      

      There’s no room for second chances in Havenbrook. And Willow’s daddy—the mayor—will do anything to keep it that way.
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      Willow Haven didn’t have bad days. It wasn’t in her planner, so it just didn’t happen, plain and simple. Her life was one of order and routine—she’d already gone off track once, and she didn’t have even the slightest inclination to do it again. Which meant she woke up at the same time each day, whether or not she needed to go into work. She did a yoga sequence, sat down and enjoyed a cup of coffee and the morning paper, and then got ready for her day.

      What she did not do was sleep through her alarm—thanks to a completely inappropriate dream she didn’t want to think about, starring a completely inappropriate man she definitely didn’t want to think about—and wake up too late to be able take a shower or even put on makeup. She glanced at the clock on the wall as the second hand ticked past the big twelve at the top. 9:04. Even if she could blink her way to her office and transport instantaneously, she’d still be late for her nine o’clock appointment. Which was absolutely unheard of. Willow had never missed an appointment—had never even been later than fifteen minutes early to one, if you wanted to get right down to it.

      “Dammit,” she hissed as she flew around the house, trying to ignore the knot in her stomach at the prospect of disappointing the people waiting for her. Not to mention, this was going to upend her whole day, send the line of dominoes tumbling over. She could feel it.

      She grabbed her favorite black heels, hopping on one foot as she slipped each shoe on, plucked her travel mug full of liquid sanity from under the machine once the stream had cut off, and snatched her messenger bag off the hook by the front door. Town hall wasn’t far—definitely close enough to walk. But not in Mississippi in late May. Mother Nature held all the beauty in the world, but she didn’t have air conditioning. Willow’s Prius did.

      Thankfully, the path from her home to town hall was clear, so she made it there in record time without having to go more than five miles over the speed limit. Lord knew if any of her daddy’s cop buddies had seen her speeding, they’d have thought she’d been body snatched.

      Grabbing her bag and her coffee, she stepped from her car. It was already busy in the town square, though that was to be expected considering it was—

      Willow froze with her travel mug halfway to her mouth, her eyes glued to the man across the street as he strolled into the coffee shop, casual as you please, leaving her to gape in his wake. She stared at the space he’d just been. Blinked. Stared some more. She’d only managed a brief glimpse of his face before he’d disappeared inside. But he’d looked so much like the man from her dream—so much like the man she’d once known better than herself—that a mountain range had formed in her stomach, its jagged edges cutting through her insides.

      A truck pulled up to the single stoplight on Main Street, blocking Willow’s view of the coffee shop and breaking her trance. She shook her head and muttered to herself under her breath, “Get your head on straight, girl.”

      She had to have seen incorrectly, no doubt a product of her dream playing tricks on her mind and her frazzled morning throwing her off. There was no other explanation. For one thing, Finn Thomas hadn’t set foot in Havenbrook in ten long years, and she didn’t anticipate he’d suddenly gotten a craving for the coffee at Higher Grounds. Second—and this one was harder to admit, even to herself—she hadn’t felt that zing of awareness she’d always had while in Finn’s presence. And despite the fact that he’d broken her heart and then hadn’t even had the courtesy to stick around and watch while she’d attempted to get over him, she sort of hated the idea that maybe that spark was gone.

      Her phone rang from inside her bag, tearing her from thoughts better left beneath the heaps of baggage she’d stuffed them under years ago. After a quick glance at her screen, she blew out a heavy sigh. Her father’s name flashed, and she pushed aside the wave of exhaustion that swept over her just seeing it there. With her daddy at a conference and his assistant, Gloria, on maternity leave, making sure town hall ran smoothly fell solely on her shoulders. It’d been damn exhausting.

      The kicker was it would’ve been a much easier job if only her daddy had faith she could actually do it.

      Shuffling the items in her hands, she swiped across the face of her phone to accept the call. She plastered on a bright smile, hoping it would carry through the line. “Mornin’, Daddy.”

      “Will,” he snapped. He always snapped. And he always called her Will, never mind the fact that Willow wasn’t the boy her daddy’d assumed she’d be, or that she didn’t particularly like the nickname. At least, not coming from him. Not when she knew the story behind it.

      Having four girls after a decades-long line of only boys had done nothing but piss off the old man. The Havens were known for producing virulent males, but it’d only taken one to break the streak. A false reading on an ultrasound meant Willow’s older sister had come home in a blue outfit, to a blue nursery, and had worn only blue the first month of her life. And Rory James had morphed into Aurora Jane on her birth certificate.

      When Willow had come along three years later, Momma and Daddy had decided not to find out the gender at all, considering the last time had been a complete shitshow—her words, not her momma’s. But her momma had carried Willow low, had craved nothing but salty foods, and her heart rate had been slow. So, based solely on a bunch of old wives’ tales, Willow’s father had been certain she’d be a boy.

      When she’d come out lacking one very important appendage, foresight on her momma’s part meant she’d had an appropriate outfit in which to bring Willow home. Her nursery had still been painted blue, but this time, there’d been bits of pink everywhere. And Will Grant—her father’s choice of name—had been changed to Willow Grace. But Daddy had always insisted on calling her Will. To remind her she’d failed him even while taking her first breath? Maybe. Probably.

      And thus began what she liked to think of as the biggest practical joke her father had ever been on the receiving end of, all courtesy of the big man upstairs. Her daddy was a good old boy and completely old-fashioned from his bull-head all the way down to his stubborn feet. He was a man’s man—whatever the hell that meant. Thought a woman’s place was barefoot and pregnant in the kitchen. Didn’t think a woman could do a “man’s job”—and certainly couldn’t do it as well.

      Which put him in quite a pickle, seeing as their town was their namesake, and at least one person from each generation of Havens had served as the mayor of Havenbrook. Being plagued with four daughters—each one more headstrong than the previous—for a man who was perpetually stuck in 1950, thinking women belonged only to the men in their lives, was laughable.

      Karma, if you asked Willow.

      All she knew was it was exhausting having that man for a father. Having him for a boss? It was a wonder she’d managed to keep her sanity intact.

      She blew away the stray hairs hanging in her eyes, working hard to keep the smile in place. “Yes, sir?”

      “Why aren’t you in the office yet? Correct me if I’m wrong, but I do believe the work day starts at nine o’clock, not whenever you get around to it.”

      Of course, he’d called on the solitary day out of the hundreds she’d worked for him when she hadn’t been in the office early. It was like he had some sort of sixth sense to Willow’s failures. And he took the opportunity to call her out on every single one of them any chance he got. But because she knew he was anxious being away from the town and his job, stuck at a conference he didn’t want to go to, she bit her lip and forced herself to swallow any back talk. Buying herself some time so she didn’t bite his head off, she glanced down and kicked a stray rock away, hating how the weight of his disapproval made her feel all of seven years old.

      The sun shone bright in the sky, illuminating her favorite shoes far better than the lighting in her house did. Which was how she realized she wasn’t wearing her pair of black heels, as she’d intended, but rather one black and one navy. That’d teach her for buying multiples of the same style of shoes.

      “You’ve got to be kidding me,” she mumbled.

      “’Scuse me, young lady? You might be a grown woman, but you know I don’t tolerate no back-sassin’.”

      She dropped her head back on her shoulders, exhaling a long breath, and closed her eyes. Later tonight, after she’d downed an entire bottle of wine, she was going to laugh about this day. She hoped.

      “Sorry, Daddy, that wasn’t meant for you.” She shut her car door and hustled toward the front steps of town hall, trying to make up for the time her father had cost her. “Now, what can I do for you? You should be enjoyin’ that conference instead of worrying yourself with calling here.”

      “I wish I wouldn’t have to call you, but you haven’t given me much reason to trust you can take care of Havenbrook on your own, now have you?”

      No, not much. Only five years of her life, not to mention restoring a failing downtown while she was at it. But none of that mattered in her daddy’s eyes. Mostly because—as far as Willow could tell—she simply wasn’t her older sister. Or born with a penis. And, unfortunately, there was nothing she could do about either one of those.

      “No need to fuss,” she said. “We’re doing all right here, even without the mayor.”

      He snorted in that arrogant way that set Willow’s teeth on edge. “Avery said it’s a mess there, just a mess.”

      With every word out of his mouth, it was getting harder and harder to bite her tongue. Especially when they both knew what he said was a pile of horseshit. There was no way her assistant and best friend would throw her under the bus. Even if it was the truth. Town hall had been a mess since Richard Haven had gone out of town. A mess he’d left her with, but one for which he’d criticize her endlessly, constantly comparing the somehow lacking job she did to her older sister. Never mind the fact that Perfect Rory had never held a job in public service—or at all, for that matter. That didn’t matter to Daddy. Rory did no wrong, and Willow did nothing but wrong.

      She was twenty-seven years old, had been doing this job for five years, and she was fed up with her daddy’s constant nit-picking. She’d done the job better than anyone in the past decade, and yet she was critiqued on her performance on a daily basis.

      After a lifetime of it, she should be used to it, but the truth was it still stung.

      “Town hall is running fine, Daddy. Nothing to worry about. I’ve got it all under control.”

      “Funny you say that, seein’ as how you’re on the phone with me instead of tending to your first appointment.”

      The urge to look over her shoulder was strong just to check and make sure he didn’t actually have cameras on her. How else could he be thousands of miles away and still know the ins and outs of her day like some kind of bloodhound?

      She pulled open the front doors and stepped inside, sighing into the cool relief of the air conditioning as she hurried toward her office. “I’m headed in there now. I had to run out to my car and grab some paperwork for it.”

      He grunted, and she could just see him smoothing his tie over his slightly rounded belly, his lips pulled down in the corners. “I need some information on the little party you’ve got comin’ up.”

      The little party to which he was referring was the annual Fourth of July parade—something that took a full year of planning and preparation to pull off. In fact, for the past five years, she’d allowed herself a couple hours of celebration on July fourth, and then on the fifth, she dove straight back into planning the following year’s parade—or little party, according to the town’s mayor.

      “All right,” she said, working hard to keep the frustration from seeping into her tone. “What sort of information?”

      “Well, I don’t know, now do I? I’m not the one who plans all these frivolous gatherings. I need somethin’ to show at this meeting, is all. Just send me whatever you’ve got, and do it quick. It’s startin’.”

      Without waiting for a response from Willow, her father hung up, giving her absolutely no details on what he needed, how much of it he needed, or where to send it. But then again, that was her daddy. Expected other people to do the work for him without giving them heads or tails of what he needed, then berated them for doing a subpar job.

      Yeah, she was definitely drinking an entire bottle of wine tonight. Maybe two.

      She shuffled her way to her office in her too-high heels she could only hope no one would notice didn’t match. Her messenger bag thumped against her hip as she hurried down the hall, careful not to spill the coffee gripped in one hand. Sliding into her office sixteen minutes late, she darted her eyes around, breathing a sigh of relief when no one waited inside. Finally, the dominoes had stopped crashing into each other.

      Avery looked up at her and smiled. “Nola’s already in your office.”

      “Dammit.” Willow’s shoulders sagged. Of course she was. Willow wouldn’t have been lucky enough to have her appointment be late too. She blew a wayward strand of hair out of her face. “How long’s she been here?”

      “About ten minutes.”

      “Dammit.”

      Avery waved a dismissive hand and shot Willow a smile. “Don’t worry about it. I brought in a couple glazed croissants from The Sweet Spot and got her all set up with some fresh coffee. Then we discussed the glorious specimens of men on display over at the firehouse, weighing the pros and cons of a runner’s body versus a linebacker’s. She’s fine.”

      “You’re a godsend,” Willow said. “An inappropriate godsend, but a godsend nonetheless.”

      Avery grinned. “Indeed, I am.”

      Willow huffed out a laugh and rolled her eyes as she juggled the items in her hands so she could turn the knob to her office. “Hey, Nola. I’m so, so sorry—”

      “No big deal,” Nola cut her off, offering a smile. With the pink ends on her long, platinum blond hair, a nose ring, and more tattoos than Willow could count, she would have fit better in a big city like Nashville than she did in the tiny town of Havenbrook. She no doubt got looks anytime she went out, but it didn’t seem to bother Nola at all. Though, as far as Willow could tell, nothing much did. “Avery hooked me up with some croissants and a coffee.”

      “I heard y’all also debated the merits of tall and lean or big and beefy.” Willow tsked in mock disappointment. “Our first responders are more than pieces of meat, you know.”

      Nola grinned, her eyes sparkling. “If they don’t want us talkin’ about them, why are they always out washin’ the fire trucks without any shirts on?”

      “Excellent point.” Willow set down her messenger bag, dropped her purse in her bottom drawer, and settled behind her desk. So damn thankful Avery had more forethought than she did. All the paperwork she and Nola needed to go over at the meeting sat paper-clipped together on top of her desk. “Congratulations, by the way. I don’t think I’ve had a chance to tell you that since you bought Pete’s old place. I had no idea you were interested in business ownership.”

      Nola shrugged, taking a sip of coffee. “Thanks. An opportunity presented itself, so I snatched it up.”

      “You mentioned wanting to start construction over there this week. We’ve got a bit of paperwork to fill out before y’all get going on that, but I don’t think anything’ll hold y’all up.” Willow pulled the paper clip off the stack and sorted through the papers to find the ones she needed.

      “Actually, my business partners should be here any minute. We’ll probably need to wait for them to go over everything.”

      Willow cocked her head as she stilled her hands. “Business partners?”

      “Yeah, I couldn’t afford it by myself, so I wrangled some old friends into buyin’ it with me.”

      Willow tried to remember if that information had been on any of the paperwork that’d crossed her desk. It might’ve been, but the truth was, she hadn’t had a chance to even glance at it, let alone familiarize herself with the ins and outs of Nola’s venture. Her daddy had her running around like a chicken with its head cut off, trying to take care of Gloria’s unattended work on top of Willow’s already precariously balanced workload. “Oh, I apologize. I must’ve assumed it was just you.”

      Nola shrugged. “Most people do.” She glanced at her phone, typing out a quick text. “That’s them now. They grabbed a coffee at Higher Grounds and are on their way over.”

      Willow took a healthy swallow of her coffee, nearly sighing as the good-as-gold elixir worked its way through her system, thankful for the wake-up. “So, what made y’all want to start up a boutique?” she asked.

      Nola’s brows shot up on her forehead. “A boutique? We’re not startin’ a boutique.” She tossed her head back and laughed, slapping her hand on her thigh. “Lord, the thought of the Thomas boys running a boutique is funny as hell. Can you imagine?”

      Willow’s lips curved at the corners, Nola’s laughter contagious. “Oh, I just thought—” She froze as Nola’s words finally caught up with her.

      It’d been a long time since she’d heard those two words together—those Thomas boys are nothin’ but trouble. Why you runnin’ around with one of ’em, Will?—and she had to remind herself to breathe.

      Just breathe.

      Maybe Nola didn’t mean who Willow’s memory automatically called up. And of course that’d been where her mind had gone—after the dream and then the false sighting, it was no wonder she had Finn Thomas on the brain.

      It’d been so long since he’d left, it was easy to forget Nola and the Thomases had run around together in high school. But that didn’t mean anything. Surely, they weren’t still in contact. Finn hadn’t been back in ten long years, and he sure as hell hadn’t called or sent so much as a letter, despite claiming he’d been desperately in love with her. Certainly it’d been the same for everyone else in town, hadn’t it?

      “Who—” Willow cleared her throat, smoothing a hand over the papers on her desk. Bracing herself for the answer she feared. “Who exactly are you partnering up with?”

      “Oh, you remember—”

      A knock cut off Nola as Avery pushed the door open and poked her head through the crack. “Willow? Miss Nola’s partners are here.” She widened her eyes and mouthed Holy shit, there’s two of them while fanning her face. Then she pushed the door open the rest of the way, allowing the two men to walk into Willow’s office.

      And her whole world stopped spinning. Just froze entirely.

      History in the form of heartbreak strolled right through her door. Willow couldn’t talk—could barely breathe. Her eyes landed first on the man closest to her—the one, she realized, she’d seen walk into Higher Grounds only fifteen minutes earlier. He was tall, dark, and handsome, just as he’d been years ago. Nothing short of drool-worthy, as her assistant and best friend had pointed out.

      But he wasn’t the one who drew her eyes. He wasn’t the one whose very presence was a magnetic pull Willow couldn’t ignore no matter how hard she tried. No, that belonged entirely to the man who stepped in behind his twin.

      While only minutes before she’d been almost saddened at the thought the spark between them could somehow be gone, she now yearned for that separation. Because it was damn embarrassing sitting in front of the man who’d stomped all over her heart with her nipples noticeable from a fifty-foot distance. She tried to appraise him with cool, detached professionalism, but that was a joke. There was no denying the zing of awareness that always flared in her body at his nearness. And damn it all to hell if it hadn’t lessened any with time.

      Looking like a near mirror image to the man Willow’d seen across the street, Griffin “Finn” Thomas stood in front of her for the first time in a decade, the breadth of his shoulders blocking out the harsh sun from the window at his back. His dark hair was shorter than it’d been when they were younger, cropped close but still carelessly messy. At least a day’s worth of stubble covered his jaw, probably more like two or three. The cotton of his T-shirt stretched over muscles that’d popped up since she’d known him, worn jeans encasing strong legs. Strong, long legs—he’d somehow gotten even taller since she’d last seen him when he’d been just nineteen, and Lord have mercy, had he filled out. Where once he’d been tall, almost rangy, now he was fine-tuned with solid, carved muscles, the kind men worked hard for—either at the gym or at life. And if Willow knew anything at all about Finn, she’d place money on the latter.

      A memory of work-roughened hands sliding up the insides of her thighs, fingers brushing over the brand on her hip, breath hot in her ear, and lips soft against her neck flashed in her mind before she blinked it away. Memories didn’t have any place here—certainly not those kinds of memories.

      “Hey, Willowtree,” Finn said, his voice just as rich and smooth as she remembered.

      His old nickname for her set her on edge, tightening her nipples and her jaw all at once, snapping her composure like a twig. He’d given it to her all those years ago, before they’d become a couple, saying she’d always looked sad like a weeping willow. And then he’d pulled her into his orbit, and her sadness had lifted because for the first time in her entire life, someone had seen her for exactly who she was. Seen her, and apparently concluded the real her wasn’t worth sticking around for.

      Oh, he had some nerve coming back here, strolling into her office like he hadn’t made her fall in love with him only to take her heart, chain it to the hitch of his car, and drag it behind him as he’d peeled out of town, never to be seen or heard from again. Like he hadn’t upended her plans, hadn’t changed the course of her life when he’d so callously bailed on their future. Like he hadn’t disappeared like a ghost without so much as a backward glance.

      In the past ten years, she’d had a lot of time to fantasize about what she’d do if she ever saw Finn Thomas again. What she’d say, how she’d look. What she’d be wearing and how she’d act. In her daydreams, she’d always had on her best outfit—something that minimized her ample booty and maximized her barely there breasts. Her hair was always salon-day perfect, her makeup flawless. Sometimes, she’d give him a piece of her mind, tear him up one side and down the other. Sometimes, she’d be with another man—someone infinitely good-looking who’d dote on her. They’d laugh and joke, lean in for a kiss as they passed Finn. Sometimes, she’d walk by as if she didn’t recognize him.

      But never, not once in all the scenarios she’d dreamed up over the years, did she sit there looking like hell warmed over, wearing two different colored shoes, no makeup, and dirty hair pulled back into a ponytail, just…staring.

      Silence reigned for far too long, blanketing the room until it nearly smothered her. Only when Avery cleared her throat did Willow manage to pull her head from her ass.

      She clenched her teeth, fisted her hands… Tried to bite back the words that were on the tip of her tongue, because they certainly weren’t professional. And Lord knew she’d already been unprofessional enough for one morning, strolling into an appointment fifteen minutes late, without a clue as to the details of said appointment. Besides that, the words certainly weren’t Willow. She didn’t lose her temper. She didn’t snap. Those qualities belonged solely to her daddy.

      But, truthfully, after the spectacular start to her day, there was really no holding back anything. Not when her worst memory greeted her as if nothing had happened to cause that painful ache in her chest. “You’ve got some nerve showing up in my office after all this time, asshole.”
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      Finn Thomas could’ve spent every day of the past ten years preparing for this reunion, and it still would’ve knocked him on his proverbial ass. From the day all those years ago when he’d walked into the animal shelter they’d both worked at as teens and saw Willow Haven standing there, something had sparked between them. She’d been everything good and pure in his dismal life—sunshine and light, happiness and home-cooked meals, porch swings and a dip in the lake on a hot summer afternoon. It was a wonder she’d ever given him the time of day, never mind actually letting him get close enough to taste all that heaven.

      But he’d gone ahead and fucked it up, hadn’t he? He’d blown it all to hell when he’d left all those years ago. Forget the reasons he’d bailed—they didn’t mean shit, not in the grand scheme of things. They could’ve been the noblest of reasons, and it would’ve meant fuck-all if Willow hadn’t benefitted from it—if his leaving hadn’t made her happy, made her life better in some way.

      Truth was, though, his reasons hadn’t been noble at all. Not really. He’d run, plain and simple. When faced with reality—with what it’d mean to him and her if he stayed—he’d turned tail and gotten the hell out of dodge. Not stopping until he was all the way in California, as far away from Havenbrook, Mississippi as he could get.

      He’d have been lying to himself if he said he’d thought his and Willow’s first introduction after this long would’ve gone any smoother than the reality. Honestly, he was damn lucky she’d only tossed that handful of words in his direction instead of the coffee currently clutched in her hand. And she wanted to, too. Wanted to toss that hot liquid right in his face. It was written all over hers. Probably wouldn’t have second thoughts about it, either. Not with how she white-knuckled the travel mug, her restraint evident in every rigid inch of her body.

      And even though it made him every bit the asshole she’d called him, he couldn’t stop his eyes from roaming over that body. From taking in each detail of her, starved for her when he’d been denied her presence for so long. Where she’d once had a fresh-faced innocence about her, a bombshell now sat in front of him. She’d done some growing up in the time he’d been gone, her curves filling out so much his fingers begged for a test drive. No longer were they the ones he’d once had memorized with his hands. And his tongue.

      Her hair was pulled back in a ponytail exposing her long, slender neck, her cheeks flushed and alive, her eyes bright with…okay, yeah, that was definitely fury lighting those green irises. Couldn’t say he blamed her.

      Her words rang in his ears, the first ones he’d heard from her lips in far too long. And he couldn’t even find fault in them.

      “Always did have a mouth on you, didn’t ya, Willowtree? Least, around me you did.” His lips kicked up on the side, unable to keep the taunt to himself. Christ, he was a jackass.

      His gut twisted when she narrowed her eyes, clenching her fists against her desktop. But then she took a deep breath, and he could practically see her armor clinking into place, piece by piece. Something he’d forgotten she’d even done—how could he have forgotten something like that? He’d thankfully never been on the receiving end of it, though. No, she’d put up that shield for one person and one person only—her father.

      Finn had watched it more times than he could count, each instance she’d felt the need to do it, to cover up the real Willow in deference to what her daddy expected her to be, making Finn hate him a little more. Which had been a damn hard feat, considering Finn held the devil himself in higher regard than Richard Haven.

      Finn watched as a false calm settled over Willow. It no doubt fooled Nola and his brother—would have probably fooled most. But not Finn. He could still see the anger humming beneath her surface. He’d always been able to read her, as long as he could remember. Looked like no amount of time had changed that.

      And it seemed she knew it, too, if the narrowing of her eyes was any indication, the tick of her jaw as she clenched her teeth. No, she definitely wasn’t greeting him with open arms—not that he’d expected any different.

      “Drew,” she said, nodding to his brother. Of all the things to get worked up about, her saying his brother’s name before his should not have been one of them, and yet there they were. “Griffin.” She spat his full name like it was a piece of gristle and she couldn’t stand the feel of it in her mouth. “If y’all’ll give me just a minute, I’ll get the correct paperwork drawn up so we can get this done as quickly as possible.” Her so you can get out the hell of my sight just as quick went unsaid, but Finn didn’t have any problem reading between those lines.

      As soon as Willow left the room, it was clear Drew hadn’t had a problem picking up the not so subtle tension either, his eyebrows hitting his hairline as he looked at the now closed door to Willow’s office.

      Nola let out a low whistle, shaking her head. “Damn, Finn. Can’t believe you made sweet Willow Haven cuss. I’m not entirely certain, but I don’t think she’s forgiven you quite yet.”

      “You don’t think?” he asked, scratching his chin. “Went better than I expected, to be honest.”

      “What the hell did you expect?” Nola cocked an eyebrow. “A kick to the nuts?”

      He shrugged. That very scenario might have crossed his mind a time or two.

      “Maybe it was a front,” Drew said, settling in the chair to the right of Nola. “She’s probably out there now planning a welcome home party for you.”

      Finn didn’t bother responding as he glanced around Willow’s office, just lifted a certain finger in his brother’s direction, letting it drop once Drew rumbled out a laugh.

      Willow’s office was devoid of anything personal—no art on the walls, no vase of flowers on the side table, no framed photo of her with friends or her sisters on her desk…nothing. To anyone else, it probably looked like she preferred to keep it professional, sleek. No clutter, no mess. But Finn knew better. Knew her deepest fears and her greatest insecurities—or he had at one time. And he’d bet his left nut she kept her office sparkling and pristine, lacking any personal touches, so her father couldn’t use it as a weapon against her while she tried to perform this job under his command. So he couldn’t turn it into some kind of weakness on her behalf, as he’d been known to do a time or twenty.

      Jesus, what had made her come back here? Not just here to Havenbrook, but here to town hall, to an office twenty feet away from her daddy. To a career working for a man she’d constantly butted heads with. A man who’d made it his mission to make her feel less-than. One who never, ever saw her worth.

      Nola cleared her throat, drawing his attention. She stared at him with expectation, eyebrows raised.

      “What’s up, Xena?” he asked, settling in the chair on her other side.

      “Look, I don’t know all the details of whatever went on between y’all”—Over Nola’s head, Finn met Drew’s eyes and exchanged a look loaded with gravity. No, she didn’t. Not many did—“but this is my life here. I don’t want y’all’s history messin’ with things. It’s already gonna be hard as hell runnin’ this by myself after y’all leave, ’specially in this town filled with good ol’ boys. The business—”

      “Is ours too,” Drew cut in.

      “No, I know that.” She divided a look between him and Drew. “Of course I do. Keepin’ in touch while y’all’ve been gone is one thing, but for y’all to come back and do this with me… Well, I appreciate it, ’cause you both know I didn’t have the capital by myself.”

      Nola’s proposition for them to go into business together couldn’t have come at a more perfect time. Finn had been itching to do more for a while, and though it’d been logical to move toward ownership of the bar he managed in California, it hadn’t felt right. Not like this did. “You know we were happy to—goin’ back to diapers, we’ve been a team,” Finn said. “Always had your back. Always will.”

      She elbowed him—her version of a hug. “Same goes. But that doesn’t change that y’all’ll be leavin’ soon, and I have to stay here, you know? Just…” She sighed and shot him a look out of the corner of her eye. “Just go along to get along, okay? Don’t make waves for me where you ain’t droppin’ your anchor.”

      With a nod, Finn agreed, because he couldn’t do much else. He and Drew had flown back to Havenbrook with plans to stay only long enough to help settle things with the new space. Nola, Drew, and Finn had purchased it together in a 20-40-40 split respectively, going into a partnership with Nola when she’d presented them with an offer too good to pass up. Of course he loved that he and Drew were able to help out one of their oldest and closest friends, but this bar in this town meant so much more than that. After all, it wasn’t every day he got to stick it to someone he despised. First bar in a town Richard Haven had spent his life working tooth and nail to keep pure? The poetic justice was too good to resist, especially considering his and the mayor’s history.

      The plan had been for the three of them to get the paperwork settled, sign his and Drew’s names where necessary—much as Nola hated it, two male names carried more weight than hers ever could, especially in the backward town of Havenbrook with a mayor like Dick himself—approve the blueprints and construction plans, and then bail again. Head back to California, back to their lives…

      Truthfully speaking, though, despite living there for the past ten years, they didn’t have much of a life on the west coast. No matter what they did, how many roots they planted there, it had never felt like home. Not like Havenbrook had.

      “Sorry ’bout that.” Willow slipped back into the office, not a chink in that armor he’d watched her put on, and settled behind her desk, fake smile spreading her lips. She straightened the stack of papers in her hand, brightly colored flags popping out along the edges. “We’ve got just a few things to take care of then y’all can be on your way. Shouldn’t take but a minute.” Yep, that armor was perfectly in place, but she wouldn’t look his way. Instead, she spoke to Drew. “If you’ll just sign right by the flag.” She pointed to a spot on the paper, handing Drew a pen. “Then go ’head and pass the stack on down so we can get everyone’s signatures.”

      She shuffled through more papers on her desk, avoiding any and all eye contact, with Finn in particular. “Looks like Nash has already filed for the proper permits to get started on construction, so y’all’re all set there.”

      Jesus, was there anything worse than listening to her small talk, go on about some nonsense like they were two random strangers? Like he didn’t know the weight of her body on his own, didn’t know the taste of her on his tongue, didn’t recall the exact tenor of her moans? He hated it, absolutely fucking hated it.

      And he had no right to. None at all.

      He’d given this up—he’d been the one who’d walked away, never mind that he hadn’t had much of a choice in the matter. It wasn’t fair of him now to demand things, to want to know everything that’d happened while he’d been gone. To want answers to all his questions—why was she here? Why was she working for her father? Why wasn’t she in Tennessee like they’d planned? But even knowing he didn’t have a right to those answers, it didn’t stop the burning in his gut, the suddenly overwhelming urge to know everything boiling up inside him.

      “Since the permits have—”

      “Why aren’t you in Nashville?” Shit. He hadn’t meant to just blurt it out like that, but he couldn’t deny it was the single question that’d plagued him for far too long—years. Since Nola had let it slip about long ago that Willow’d been back in Havenbrook for a while. Had started working for her daddy. That was a far cry from her original plans of going to art school and becoming the creator he knew she was, deep in her bones. So far from the buttoned-up professional sitting in front of him in her tailored suit—which, yeah, looked hot as hell on her, but didn’t belong on her nonetheless. He wanted to pop the buttons on that fitted suit jacket just to see if she’d kept a tiny bit of her old self under this facade.

      The thought of one of her paint-stained tanks under her professional clothes had his lips tipping up at the corners. No matter where she’d been or what she’d been doing, she’d used to wear an old tank, perpetually stained with every color of the rainbow, beneath her clothes. In case the urge to paint hit her, she’d told him once. Jesus, those white slips of fabric covered with paint spatters with the tiny little straps had driven him and his teenage brain crazy. They’d fit her like a second skin, clinging to every inch of her body.

      “Why aren’t you wherever the hell you ran off to?” Willow snapped back, her temper flaring before his eyes. Her cheeks flushed, her eyes flashing, connecting with his and giving him that contact he craved, even if only for a second before she took out her anger on the papers in front of her.

      A not-so-discreet elbow jab and a pointed stare from Nola had him keeping his mouth shut for the rest of the meeting, scrawling his signature above the line indicated by the blue flags. As soon as his name was on the last paper, Willow snatched the pile from him and stood, making it clear in no uncertain terms it was time for them to get the hell out.

      “I’ll let y’all know if there’re any problems, but I don’t foresee anything,” she said with false cheer, not moving from behind her desk. “In the meantime, let me know if anything comes up, Nola.”

      “Thanks, Will,” Nola said.

      “’Preciate your help, Willow.” Drew gave a short nod in her direction, tipping his baseball cap up, before stepping aside to let Nola out the door ahead of him.

      Finn stood, rapping his knuckles twice on the desk. For the briefest moment, Willow’s eyes met his, and sparks went off under his skin. Just like always. “I’ll see you again soon, Willowtree.”

      She huffed out a disbelieving laugh, shaking her head to break the spell. Then she dropped into her seat, twisting her chair around until her back was to him. “Goodbye, Griffin. And don’t worry, I won’t hold my breath.”

      He wasn’t going to win this battle, no matter what he said. So he stood there for another moment before turning and walking out of her office. Nola and Drew waited outside, the hot May sun beating down on them.

      “That went well,” Drew said on a laugh, shaking his head. “I don’t think I’ve ever seen Willow that mad. And I was there when Billy sprayed her white shirt with water in high school—you remember that?”

      Yeah, he remembered. And thinking about it now wasn’t going to do anything but get him half hard again, just like he’d been while sitting across from her.

      “Y’all, quit it. I’m serious now. Stay out of her way,” Nola all but pleaded. When Finn didn’t respond, she wrapped her hand around his forearm, digging her short nails into his skin hard enough to leave indentations. “Griffin Reilly Thomas, I mean it.”

      With a laugh, he peeled her fingers from his arm. “Shit, Xena, quit reminding me why we gave you the nickname in the first place. I’ll give her space, promise.”

      She narrowed her eyes, but Drew changed the subject, like a good twin. “Damn, never imagined I’d forget what May in Mississippi’s like, but I think California made me soft.” He lifted his baseball cap off his head and ran a hand through his hair before replacing it again, shading his eyes from the brutal rays.

      “Don’t worry. Y’all’ll be back there in no time.” Nola patted Drew on the cheek. “Though, you might want to get some sunscreen so you don’t burn all this pretty, delicate skin.”

      One second Nola was walking between Finn and Drew, and the next Drew held her planked across his shoulders, spinning round and round.

      “Oh my God! Andrew Brennan Thomas, you better put me down right this second!”

      With a laugh, Drew finally set her on her feet, chuckling as he jumped out of the way to dodge a slap to the chest. “Damn, girl, what’s with you throwin’ around middle names all willy-nilly? I can’t believe you three-named me.”

      “You’re lucky those are the only names I called you.”

      Laughter bouncing between them, the three walked across the street, striding toward the building on the corner—their building. The town square was quaint and well kept, considering how run-down it’d been the last time Finn had seen it. But he shouldn’t have been surprised at the…life that was now evident. Not since he knew Willow was responsible for it.

      He could see touches of her wherever he looked. The new streetlamps, flower baskets filled with bright pops of color hanging from the wrought-iron posts. Park benches every few feet, the back rungs decorated with paintings he immediately recognized as hers. So she hadn’t quit painting… Maybe she’d decided she hadn’t needed to go to art school to be happy? Maybe she’d found a way to do both—working on her art while staying in her hometown, a compromise of sorts. Maybe she was happy here, working for her daddy?

      That was all Finn had ever wanted, was the main reason he’d left in the first place. More than anything, he wanted her happy, living the life she deserved. He just had to trust she was. And he hoped he’d be able to see even a sliver of it in the few short days he and Drew would be in Havenbrook.
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      Willow stewed at her desk for long moments after Finn left her office, her heart racing like a jackrabbit, beating so forcefully she could feel it in her lips. It was like someone had lit a sparkler and set it under her skin, lighting her up from the inside out. That’d always been what it’d been like being in Finn’s presence—intense and raw and all-consuming.

      Thankfully, she was older now. Wiser. Had a hell of a lot more life experience under her belt than that naïve seventeen-year-old girl who’d fallen for him in the first place, or the equally naïve eighteen-year-old she’d been when he’d left her. She wouldn’t make the same mistake again, wouldn’t get caught up in his orbit. Wouldn’t allow herself to.

      “Holy shitballs.” Avery wasted no time hurrying into Willow’s office as soon as the trio of new business owners left. “It’s not often we get eye candy like that in here, but to get two of them at once? Damn, girl. It was like Christmas.” Her eyes sparkled, her smile huge.

      Willow feigned nonchalance, dropping her gaze to the papers on her desk. “Oh, were they good-lookin’? I didn’t notice.”

      Avery snorted so loud, she slapped a hand over her mouth, her eyes dancing with laughter. Shaking her head, she dropped her hand as she fell into the chair in front of Willow’s desk. “How long have we been friends, Willow?”

      Avery knew exactly how long they’d been friends, so Willow just raised a brow. “You gettin’ at somethin’?”

      “Um, yeah,” Avery said with a sharp nod. “How about the fact that you’re lying through your teeth? There’s history there—that wasn’t the first time you’d seen those fine-ass specimens. So, spill. I need details, and I need them right-fucking-now.”

      Since Avery was a transplant to Havenbrook, having only lived in their little pocket of paradise for a bit less than three years, she hadn’t witnessed the presence of the Thomas boys. And being Willow didn’t like to talk about the boy who’d flipped her whole world upside down, ripping her heart out of her chest in the process, Avery—even as one of Willow’s best friends—had no hope of knowing who Griffin Thomas was. Least of all, who he was to Willow.

      Willow stared at her best friend, seeing the resolve on her face, and sank back into her chair. As much as she definitely didn’t want to rehash the abysmal history, she couldn’t deny it’d be nice to have another ear, besides her younger sister Mackenna, to listen. “All right. I’ll give you a condensed version right now, but all the gory details’ll have to wait until I’ve got at least three glasses of wine under my belt.”

      Avery’s eyes brightened as she rested her elbows on Willow’s desk, leaning forward. “I’ll bring the wine. And I can deal with condensed right now. Although there was nothing condensed about either of those boys, am I right?” She waggled her eyebrows, bringing a levity to the situation that Willow desperately needed.

      With a laugh, Willow shook her head. “How can you make me laugh when I’m ready to crawl out of my skin?”

      “One of my many redeeming qualities.”

      “Too true.” Willow bit her lip, then let out a long sigh. “You remember me telling you about my high school boyfriend?”

      Avery nodded. “The one who bailed after he took your virginity? Hard to forget that story. What an asshole.”

      “Yeah, well. Now you know why I called him that.”

      “Wait, what? Those guys…?” She widened her eyes and slapped a hand down on Willow’s desk. “No.”

      “’Fraid so.”

      “Which one? Baseball Hat or Gray T-shirt?”

      Willow tried and failed not to think about the gray material stretching over the broad muscles of Finn’s chest, the sleeves banding tight around thick biceps. She heaved a sigh. “Gray T-shirt.”

      Avery’s mouth dropped open. “Damn, girl, you hit the virginity jackpot. That boy is fine.”

      “What I hit was the asshole jackpot.”

      The awestruck look dropped from Avery’s face, and she frowned. Reaching over, she patted Willow’s hand. “I’m sorry, hon. We’ll save the rest for after you’re good and toasted. Wine and pizza tonight. Sound good?”

      Willow honestly couldn’t think of a better end to this truly awful day. Except maybe a chance to go back in time and avoid it entirely. “Sounds fabulous.”

      “Okay, but can we talk about how you actually called him an asshole? Is that discussion on the table? Because I have questions. Like, were you maybe having an out-of-body experience? Do I need to perform an exorcism on you?”

      “Shut up.” Willow laughed.

      “Seriously, I don’t think I’ve ever heard you swear around…well, anyone but me and Mac.”

      Mackenna was going to have a freaking coronary when she found out Finn was back in town. Which, according to Havenbrook standards, was going to be in, oh, about seven minutes. Nothing much stayed silent in their sleepy little town, especially not gossip as juicy as the Thomas boys being back. Them being back and opening the very first bar Havenbrook had ever seen? Yeah, that was going to spread like wildfire. Her daddy was going to be madder than a hornet when he found out. He’d fought the wet county law tooth and nail, had heavily rallied against it, saying it’d sully their town. And even though it’d passed, he’d thus far somehow managed to keep any restaurants in town from carrying alcohol.

      But a brand-new bar in Havenbrook owned by Finn Thomas? Heaven save them all. Her daddy had never been Finn’s number one fan—had, in fact, done all he could to keep Willow and Finn from seeing each other. In the end, he hadn’t needed to do anything. Finn had left all on his own.

      “He definitely brings out the worst in me,” Willow finally said.

      “I don’t know about that.” Avery stood from her chair, shifting toward her desk in the outer office as the phone began to ring. “I sort of loved seeing that fire in your eyes. Rage looks good on you, Will.”

      As Avery answered the phone, Willow straightened her shoulders, arranging the paperwork on her desk into some semblance of order. Her day had been upended, and it wasn’t even noon.

      “Hey, Will?” Avery called.

      “Yeah?”

      “I’m gonna run and grab a couple of cupcakes from The Sweet Spot.”

      Willow’s mouth immediately started to water. They had the best cupcakes in Havenbrook. The menu changed with the season and with the day. A Wednesday in May meant Triple Chocolate Raspberry. The divine chocolate concoction, topped with heavenly ganache and filled with chocolate raspberry buttercream, was her and Avery’s guilty pleasure, reserved for the very worst of days. And today definitely qualified.

      Willow smiled her first genuine smile of the day. “You’re a mind reader. I could use one. Or a dozen.”

      “You sure could. Especially when I tell you Rory’s on line one.”

      Apparently, Willow’s original guess of the gossip taking seven minutes to spread through Havenbrook had been a bit generous. She dropped her head back on her shoulders and closed her eyes, exhaustion cloaking every inch of her. After her morning, she didn’t know if she had the strength to put on a good face for her older sister. But she didn’t have much of a choice. She’d learned long ago not to let Rory see her sweat.

      “Of course she is,” Willow said to the ceiling. “Maybe later the grim reaper’ll show up to take me to lunch.”

      Avery laughed, grabbing her purse and waving as she headed out to grab the treats. “Be right back with enough sweets to keep you in a sugar coma for the rest of the day.”

      Willow took a deep breath before picking up the phone and pressing the button to connect the call to her line. Pasting a smile on her face, she answered like she had no idea what would prompt her sister’s call. “Hey, Rory. How’re you doin’ today?”

      “Will, you’re never gonna believe what I just heard,” Rory said, diving in without pleasantries. Very unlike her, which meant she deemed the gossip juicier than usual. She wasn’t wrong. “Mrs. Thompson was out waterin’ her flowers—honestly, she waters them fifteen times a day just so she makes sure not to miss Edna with the daily gossip.” She tsked, despite the fact that it was the same reason Rory sat in her porch swing all day, even when it was twelve thousand degrees outside. But as it was Rory, of course her hair always looked perfect, her makeup precisely applied, neither daring to step out of line despite temperatures rivaling hell. “Anyway, you’ll never guess what she heard.”

      Oh, Willow probably had a couple good ideas.

      Without waiting for Willow to say anything, Rory continued, “Rumor has it, the Thomas boys are back in town.”

      “Yep, they sure are.”

      “They got in—wait, what?”

      “I said, yep, they sure are. The Thomas boys are back in Havenbrook. You heard right.” The number of times she’d thought about saying those words… Lord, she’d dreamed about it for months after Finn had left. That it had all been just a misunderstanding, that he was coming back any day. She’d spent her time daydreaming about it. But at some point, she’d stopped dreaming about it, stopped hoping. And she could honestly say she hadn’t ever thought she’d be uttering them ten years after the fact.

      “How do you know that?” Rory asked.

      “Because they just left my office.”

      “What in heaven’s name were they doin’ in your office?”

      Willow felt every ounce of disdain Rory put into the word office, like Willow having dared to pursue a career instead of finding a nice man and popping out babies was akin to peddling drugs on the elementary school playground. She took a deep breath, knowing it was a delicate balance, playing this game with Rory. Especially when their daddy did not need to be informed of all the plans just yet. But word was going to get around to Rory one way or another, whether Willow delivered the news or not. It might as well be the truth coming straight from the source… “You know Pete’s place in the square?”

      “The old soda fountain?”

      “That’s the one. I thought it was just Nola who bought it, but it turns out Drew and Finn are her partners.” She paused, closed her eyes. “They’re opening a bar.”

      Rory gasped. “A bar? For heaven’s sake, Daddy’s gonna throw a fit. Does he know?”

      There wasn’t a doubt in Willow’s mind he had no idea, because if he did, there was no way he’d have been gone at his conference this week. He’d have done everything in his power to make sure he was there to keep an eye on the Thomas boys while they ran around in his town.

      “No, and I’m not tellin’ him. Neither are you.”

      Rory made a sound that managed to project irritation and superiority all at once. “I can’t believe you’d ask me to lie to Daddy, ’specially on account of them.”

      “I’m not askin’ you to lie, Rory.” Willow rolled her eyes. Their daddy wasn’t even there to see Rory suck up, and still she did it. “I’m just askin’ you not to say anything right this second.” Willow would rather pull out each of her eyelashes, one by one, than admit defeat to her perfect older sister. Because of that, she couldn’t tell Rory how challenging her job had been lately, how letting their daddy in on this was going to do nothing but make her life even more of a hell than it had been the past few weeks. So she fibbed. “Daddy needs to focus on this conference. It’s important. He can’t afford any distractions. And the Thomas boys are a big one.”

      Rory hummed. “I suppose they are. Especially Finn Thomas. At least where you’re concerned.”

      Willow didn’t say anything in response—didn’t need to. Of course Rory knew about Willow’s history with Finn—at least the basics. Daddy had made sure everyone in the family knew of her misguided path…and how far she’d fallen when the boy she’d thought was the love of her life had bailed without so much as a Post-it note stuck to her window.

      “You’re not gonna do anything stupid again, right?” Rory asked.

      Again. Because of course Rory wouldn’t let an opportunity pass to remind her sisters of all their multiple failings, and Finn would forever and always top Willow’s very long list.

      And do something stupid? Like falling head over heels for a boy who had trouble written all over him? Yeah, she’d been there, done that. And she had absolutely no desire to do it again. Not as long as she lived.

      She took a sip of her coffee in an attempt to hold back the heated reply sitting on the tip of her tongue. When she was sure she wasn’t going to bite her sister’s head off, she said, “No, I plan to stay away until they do their disappearing act again.”

      Rory hummed. “You don’t think they’ll stay?”

      The words Finn had said to her so long ago—words she’d worked damn hard to forget—came rushing back. Be very sure of what you’re saying right now, Willowtree, because if I take these last steps between us, it’ll take Jesus himself to tear us apart.

      Apparently, their Lord and Savior had made a trip to Havenbrook that day all those years ago because from her vantage point, it’d seemed like Finn had left with little thought to what—or whom—he was leaving behind. So, did she think he’d stick around now? Not a chance in hell. He’d do whatever he’d come here for—to make sure Nola was set up with the building and the construction plans were on track, then go back to being a distant partner, just like Willow had caught Drew mumbling about as they’d been signing papers.

      She shrugged to no one, as if talking about the only boy ever to break her heart didn’t cause the old scars to rip open at the seams. “They don’t have a reason to. Their life isn’t here anymore and hasn’t been for a long time. We’ll see the dust of their rental car as they drive off in a day or two. Mark my words.”
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      For as long as Finn could remember, Nola had been in his and Drew’s small circle of friends. In Havenbrook, there were the haves and the have-nots, with very few in between. Growing up in the trailer park on the outskirts of town, Finn and Drew fit neatly into one particular category. And Nola had been right along with them, her trailer just a couple doors down for their entire childhood.

      So it hadn’t been a surprise when she’d called a few months ago, going on about a great opportunity to buy the old Main Street Soda Fountain and renovate it. At the time, Finn had been contemplating making an offer on the bar he managed in California for the ready-to-retire owner—not because he loved that space or because it was a particularly good investment, but because it’d been time. After managing the business for the better part of five years, it’d seemed like the next logical step to take over ownership, especially when he had the means to do so.

      Thanks to his goddamn genius of a brother, the two of them and their momma had been lucky, sitting on a nest egg Drew had been able to cultivate. So Finn had the financial means to do it—something he, his brother, and their mother had been without for the first twenty years of his life. But it had been more than just that. He’d wanted to do something with his life. Wanted to be something more than a bar manager. He wanted something of his own.

      And now he was getting it…two thousand miles away from home.

      It’d been so long since he and Drew had been in Havenbrook, Finn hadn’t remembered exactly what the old soda fountain had looked like, but they’d trusted Nola to make a sound decision for the three of them. Now that he stood in front of it, it was like he’d blinked and been transported back in time, to when he was nineteen. Most of the other buildings in the town square had had facelifts in the time he’d been gone, their storefronts and signage new and updated, matching with the rest of the renovated square. Not their place—or maybe their hole-in-the-wall would have been a more apt description.

      It was the only unoccupied building of the newly revived downtown, a two-story brick storefront on the corner, complete with a crumbling front walk and peeling paint on the window casings. The dark red bricks made it appear classic, but the rotted front door and sign hanging above it screamed of neglect.

      Finn cringed, thinking about what they’d find on the inside. It hadn’t been in his and Drew’s plans to stay more than a few days in Havenbrook, so he hoped the interior was up to snuff. The space had been empty for going on two years—was why the three of them had been able to get it at such a steal. Because of that, they had a bit of extra money to put into the renovation. And, from the looks of things, they’d need every penny.

      The three of them stood out front, Drew and Finn flanking Nola as they all stared toward their future.

      “What do y’all think?” Nola asked, dividing a look between them.

      “I think we’re gonna use every bit of our budget.” Drew shook his head. “Maybe more.”

      It was no surprise Finn’s knee-jerk reaction matched his brother’s. Finn stared up at the building, toward the grimy windows of the second story, remembering Nola had said it had an apartment they could possibly rent out for some additional income. One positive in what he feared was a money pit.

      “What time’s Nash meeting us?” Finn asked about the contractor they’d hired.

      As soon as the words left his mouth, a faded red truck, beat to hell and somehow still running, came to a stop along the curb in front of them, king construction in bold letters on the side. A man Finn didn’t recognize stepped out. But of course, it could only be one person. It’d been a long time since he’d seen Nash King, and he’d changed by leaps and bounds. He’d been a couple years younger than them in school, so they hadn’t hung out much—or at all, really. But in a town as small as Havenbrook, everyone knew everyone. No longer was Nash the scrawny teen Finn remembered. Now he stood as tall as Finn, his skin-and-bones stature filling out no doubt thanks to his chosen line of work. The younger kid wasn’t a kid anymore.

      “Well, if it ain’t the Thomas boys, as I live and breathe,” Nash said as he stepped toward them, a smile stretching his lips.

      “Hey,” Finn said, extending his hand for a shake. “Barely recognized you. Good to see you, man.”

      “You too.” Nash shook Drew’s hand as well, grinning at them both. “Y’all gettin’ along okay?”

      “I guess we’ll see once we get inside.” Finn nodded toward Nola who pulled out a set of keys.

      “It’s actually not as bad as you’d think,” Nash said. “I walked it with Nola before y’all bought it to make sure we weren’t lookin’ at anything structural or any big-ticket items.” Nash grabbed the door at the top once Nola unlocked it and held it open for everyone. “With the exception of needing new electrical and a whole new HVAC system, it’s a solid building. A good investment, in my opinion.”

      Original hardwood floors covered the space, several planks damaged or missing. A few fixtures had been left behind, as well as the bar and stools where the soda fountain had been. The walls, coated in months of grime, were a faded blue. Cobwebs and dust covered every square inch. Even if it was in good working order, it was going to take a shit-ton of elbow grease to get this place gleaming again.

      “After talkin’ with Nola about what y’all wanted in here, I drew up a couple different floor plan options.” Nash walked to the counter, unrolling the plans and laying them across the dusty surface. “Anything can be changed, of course. This is just to give y’all an idea of space constraints and such for everything y’all want included. If possible, I’d like to get these finalized today, so I can get my guys in here tomorrow and get started. I know y’all won’t be here for long, so I want to fit in as much as possible. Save Nola some of the headache of dealin’ with any issues that come up after y’all leave.”

      “What kind of issues?” Nola asked.

      “Various things that come up here and there as we uncover possible issues with the space. You’ll also need to get started on picking out specific pieces—furnishings, fixtures, flooring, those kinds of things.”

      “But that won’t take much time, right?”

      “Did y’all hire a designer?” Nash asked.

      Finn, Drew, and Nola shared a glance, he and his brother shrugging. Coming from a bare-bones bar that had nothing more than a bar top, stools, and a few high-top tables, Finn hadn’t even thought about hiring a designer for the space. Had no idea they’d need one.

      “I’ll take that as a no.” Nash laughed. “In that case, it’s gonna take up a good bit of time. At least in the beginning. Once y’all get everything decided, your involvement will be less frequent, though there are always small details to contend with and building issues I’ll need approval for.”

      “Any chance this can all get done within the next few days before Finn and Drew leave?” Nola asked with a hopeful smile.

      Nash’s bark of laughter caused that smile to drop from her face.

      “Shit.” Nola blew out a breath, running a hand through her hair. She turned to Drew and Finn. “I love y’all, and I know this whole thing was my idea, but I’ve still gotta work until this place is up and runnin’ and bringing in actual cash. I can’t afford to quit. And I sure as shit can’t afford to get fired because I’m runnin’ over here every fuckin’ day to pick out wall sconces.”

      “What the hell’s a wall sconce?” Drew asked, scratching his jaw.

      “And y’all thought you didn’t need to hire a designer?” Nash asked with raised brows.

      Shit. She was right—they both were. This was going to take a lot more time than they’d bargained for, and Nola didn’t have it to give. Wasn’t fair to make her either. Not when she didn’t have the security of a solid savings account to fall back on like he and Drew did.

      “All right, just hang on a second,” Finn said, running a hand through his hair. “Gimme a minute to think.” He glanced around the room, his gaze catching on a dark alcove toward the back, stairs beyond it no doubt leading to the unoccupied space above. A plan started forming in his head, the itch under his skin he’d first experienced in Willow’s presence spreading until it was too much to ignore.

      “Hey, Xena, you said the space upstairs is an apartment?” he asked.

      “Yeah, two-bedroom. Cute little thing. If I wasn’t in the middle of my lease, I’d move there in a heartbeat and save money on rent. Pretty sure they even left some furniture in it.”

      Finn’s question had been innocent enough, but neither of the brothers had ever been able to get anything by the other, and this was no exception. Drew’s brows shot up in an unasked, what the hell are you gettin’ at?

      Finn rubbed a hand over his rough jaw. “I was just thinkin’…”

      Drew blew out a heavy breath and shook his head. “Bad idea, man.”

      “You don’t even know what I’m gonna say.”

      “Twins,” was all he said with a tap to his temple.

      Nola divided a look between them. “What am I missin’?”

      “You were in there, right?” Drew asked him, ignoring Nola’s curious looks as he hooked a thumb over his shoulder toward town hall on the other side of the square. “Did she seem real open to havin’ you around for a while?”

      “This isn’t about her.” Lies. “You heard Nash—someone’s gotta be here dealing with this shit, at least for a little while. Nola can’t do it.”

      “And we can?”

      “We have the means to take extended leave if we need to.”

      “Wait.” Nola placed a hand on each of their forearms. “Y’all’re stayin’?”

      “No,” Drew said, his eyes never leaving Finn’s.

      “Maybe.” Finn crossed his arms, widening his stance.

      Drew could deny it all he wanted, but the truth was they needed to hang around—at least for a little while—to get things squared away, and they both knew it. They had enough money so they could go a bit above their budget, but there was still no way they’d be able to hire an interior designer to deal with everything—especially not considering there wasn’t anyone in Havenbrook who’d fit the bill, which meant they’d have to shuttle in someone from Memphis or Jackson. Dollar sign after dollar sign kept adding up, and while they did have a savings account to pull from, they’d already taken a huge chunk of it out thanks to the building and renovations. And, truth be told, Finn didn’t have a whole lot of interest in going back to his childhood days where they scraped for every penny and had survived mostly on boxed mac and cheese with cut-up hotdogs. He wasn’t going to use up all the money just because they had it available to them.

      Which meant sticking around, living in the apartment they’d already paid for, and taking care of this stuff on their own was the most logical and economical thing to do. And if it gave him the opportunity to hang around and make sure Willow was all right, well, that was just the icing on the cake, now wasn’t it?

      He couldn’t get that buttoned-up version of her out of his head. She didn’t belong there—not behind that desk and not in Havenbrook—and he needed to know why she’d given up all of her dreams to move back.

      Nola narrowed her eyes at Finn. “Is this about Willow?”

      “Of course,” Drew said with a snort. “When is it about anything else?”

      “Just because we shared a womb doesn’t mean I won’t beat your ass.”

      Drew’s relaxed stance remained, his hands stuffed in the pockets of his jeans. “If I had a buck for every time you said that to me, I’d be a mighty rich man. And yet my ass has remained unbeaten.”

      “Maybe this time I should follow through.”

      “Are y’all about done?” Nola asked with an eye roll. “Can someone please let me in on whatever the hell y’all are goin’ on about? Not everyone here has shared a womb.”

      Before Finn could open his mouth to say anything, Drew beat him to it. “Romeo here thinks there’s some chance with the girl he ran away from. Wants to stick around and find out. And, if I’m not mistaken, wants us to hunker down in that apartment above the bar while he does it.” Drew turned to Finn, eyebrows raised. “Did I get that about right?”

      “No, you didn’t, smartass,” Finn said. “This isn’t about Willow. Nola can’t be around every day while we get these details figured out. Who else are you proposing do it? Our fairy godmother?”

      “So, what, you’re just gonna leave Sammy in the lurch? You know he can’t run the bar without you.”

      “The bar’ll run fine. I’ll let him know we’ll be back in two weeks—three, tops.” Finn didn’t need his brother telling him this was a bad idea—he already knew that. He didn’t know what the hell he hoped to accomplish by staying. Didn’t know what he could accomplish. But he wanted to try. Even for just a little while.

      “What about you?” Finn asked Drew. “What’ve you got goin’ for the next bit?”

      “Nothin’ I can’t do from here, and you know it.”

      “So then hanging ’round for a couple weeks shouldn’t be a problem.”

      “Jesus.” Drew took off his cap and scrubbed a hand through his hair before replacing the hat, no doubt reading every ounce of hope and apprehension that dripped from Finn. Drew stared at him for long moments then sighed and shook his head. “All right, I’m in. Let’s see how this shitshow plays out.”
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      It had been a couple days since Willow’s world had capsized. Since the ex-boyfriend from hell had popped back into her life. And she’d done a damn good job of pretending it hadn’t happened. She’d replicated the life of a hermit, diligently avoiding most public spaces—and thus avoiding the gossip mill. She had at least seven voice mails from Rory to tend to, but she just didn’t have it in her yet, wanting instead to keep her head buried in the sand a bit longer.

      The prediction she’d made to Rory a few days before rang through her head, how the Thomas boys would peel away from town before the people of Havenbrook could blink. She didn’t know one way or another if they had—she’d asked Mac and Avery not to mention anything about the twins, and she’d studiously kept her head down and her nose to her work.

      The thought of Finn still being in Havenbrook sent her stomach into a tailspin. More concerning, though, was the fact that the thought of him leaving without a word, going back on his promise of seeing her again, sent a whole flurry of other emotions swirling in her belly. And since there wasn’t enough wine in the world to explore that particular issue, Willow avoided examining it further. Pulled the proverbial blanket over her head and ignored. She went to work and then straight home, usually forcing Mackenna to run and grab supper and bring it back to the house so Willow could stay hidden away.

      She just had to ride out the few days until Finn and his brother bailed again—and she was already two days into it. She could hold out through the weekend. By Monday, the Thomas boys would once again be just a distant memory.

      She squinted at the painting she’d been working on for the better part of the day. Definitely needed more red. She’d just dipped her paintbrush in a deep, blood shade when the phone rang. Without setting the brush down, she reached for the phone with her other hand.  “Hello?”

      “Please tell me you’re doing something other than sitting in front of your easel, wastin’ the day away,” Mac said.

      Willow froze, paintbrush suspended in mid-air. Her sister was creepy sometimes, but Willow wasn’t going to tell her she was absolutely right. Though she wouldn’t consider this “wasting the day away.” “’Course not.” A lie didn’t count through the phone, right? “What’d you need?”

      “Avery was thinkin’ about Chinese for supper. That sound all right to you?”

      “I could go for Chinese.” What she could go for was not leaving the house, and having her sister and Avery deliver it to her certainly fit that bill.

      “All right. We’re just finishin’ up a few things, so it’ll be a bit.”

      “’Kay. See you later.”

      Willow didn’t know how long “a bit” was, but she planned to use it to her advantage and brought the paintbrush back to the canvas. Some mindless TV droned on in the background, but she didn’t pay it much attention. Instead, she focused on the canvas and threw all her frustration into it. The painting—a mix of colors and patterns with no rhyme or reason—was raw and wild and a great big mess. Exactly like Willow.

      She’d been using paint as a means to express herself for as long as she could remember. Even after Finn had left, she’d managed not to allow her favorite pastime to be dampened by his memory. Which meant her having flashbacks now didn’t make any sense, but yet there she was. Every instance over the past few days when she’d picked up her paintbrush, snippets from her teenage years, from her time with Finn, would rush to the forefront of her mind. The first time she’d shown him one of her paintings, the look of awe and pride on his face. How he’d never made her hobby seem like a waste of time like her daddy had. When he used to sit behind her and play with her hair as she painted, his arms a solid weight around her, making her feel safe and secure, like she’d never felt before.

      It had all been lies, of course.

      She didn’t know how long had passed before Mac and Avery found her there, both their eyes narrowed.

      “You liar,” Mac accused as she tossed her purse on the side chair, setting down boxes from Wok This Way on the coffee table in front of the couch. “You said you weren’t still doin’ this.”

      “And you believed me?”

      “’Course not. I hope you know you’re in the same exact place we left you. Hours ago.”

      Willow raised an eyebrow and spared her sister a glance. “At least I’m not moping on the couch. Besides, I’m not sure what you thought I was gonna do. I’m not exactly in hostess mode.” She gestured toward her ensemble of frayed sleep shorts and a faded, paint-splattered tank top she’d had since high school.

      “This is getting ridiculous, Will,” Mac said.

      “What is?” Willow could avoid with the best of them.

      Avery snorted, plopping on the couch as she grabbed her takeout container from the table. “How long do you think you can stay holed up in here? Avoidance will only get you so far.”

      Avoidance seemed to be doing her just fine, thank you.

      Mac went to the kitchen, bringing back silverware for them before taking a seat in one of the side chairs. “I hope you’ve enjoyed your little game of hide-away, because it ends tonight.”

      Willow rolled her eyes as she put down her paintbrush and went to wash her hands. If there was one thing that could pull her away, it was mediocre Chinese food. “How do you figure?”

      “As soon as you finish that Kung Pao Chicken your lovely, beautiful, devoted sister brought for you, we’re heading out to Ropers,” Mac said.

      Before Willow could express her displeasure at the thought of going out, Avery held up a hand. “Don’t even try to argue. Mac’s right. You’ve had a shit week, and no one would blame you for inhaling seven cartons of ice cream.”

      How dare she. It’d only been three.

      “But it’s time to get out,” Mac said. “You deserve to have some fun. Have some drinks, dance a little. Enjoy yourself. And since Ropers is a half-hour away, it lessens the chances we’ll run into anyone from town, which keeps you out of the gossip mill.”

      That was the problem with having a sister for a best friend—she’d been there their whole lives and knew Willow almost better than she knew herself. The fact was Willow hadn’t just been avoiding Finn in town, but also the busybodies of Havenbrook, every one of them having had a front row seat to her heartbreak ten years prior. She’d lived through one round of the pitying stares, the whispers people thought she couldn’t hear. She had no interest doing it again.

      And she couldn’t deny she could use a night out with her best friends, especially after the week she’d had. There was no doubt in her mind she’d have a good time—she always did when the three of them hit the town.

      “Fine,” Willow said as she sat next to Avery and dug into her container. “But drinks are on you both.”

      Avery glanced at her out of the corner of her eye, her mouth turned up at the corners. “Don’t you worry about drinks. No work tomorrow and me as D.D. means we’re getting your ass drunk. And once you change out of all this—” she gestured to Willow’s ensemble with a lip curl “—we’ll be getting free drinks all night long.”

      Willow’s nightly glass of wine hadn’t done shit to stop her mind from traveling back to places it was better off not going. Maybe getting good and buzzed was exactly what she needed.

      An hour later, they walked into Ropers, the closest bar Havenbrook had—at least, for the time being. Willow and Mac had spent many a night there in their early twenties, rebelling from their daddy in the tamest way possible. It was already packed, which was to be expected on a Saturday night, too many bodies crowding the bar and the tall tables set up around the space. A live band played current favorites at the back of the room, the dance floor separating them from the rest of the tables. As much as Willow loved to dance, it would take a few drinks to get her inhibitions low enough to venture out there. But as Avery thrust a Long Island Iced Tea into her hands, she figured she’d be out there within the hour.

      “Drink up while I scope the place,” Avery said, her gaze already roving over the available men in the bar. Her eyes lit up, and she tilted her chin toward Willow’s left. “Couple hotties have all eyes on you.”

      Willow raised an eyebrow, taking a sip of her drink, trying not to cringe at the heavy alcohol. It’d been too damn long since she’d had anything but wine—maybe getting a good buzz going wouldn’t take long at all. “Or they have eyes on you.” Her best friend was gorgeous on a normal day, but when she put effort into it like she had that evening? She had to beat off the guys with a stick.

      “I’m not the one with my legs on display,” Avery said.

      Willow glanced down at the short shorts she wore—shorter than her standard, but when Avery had thrust them at her, lending them to Willow from her wardrobe, she’d figured what the hell. She’d paired it with a thin, gauzy tank that dipped down low in the front and back, and wedge sandals that made her average-length legs look a mile long.

      “No, but your boobs are saying hello to anyone with two working eyeballs.” Willow tipped her chin toward Avery’s ample cleavage on display.

      Avery just shrugged. “Work with what you’ve got—that’s my motto. And we all know my boobs are my best asset.” She gave a little shake of her shoulders to punctuate her point, pulling laughs from Mac and Willow. “Yours, my lovely friend, is your legs. Mac’s is her ass, which is why I put her in those tight as hell jeans. Honestly, you both act like I’m an amateur.”

      “After this long, neither of us doubts your powers,” Mac said, taking a swig from her bottle of beer.

      “Well, good. You shouldn’t. Remember the last time we went out? We had those guys eating out of the palms of our hands.” Avery winked. “Stick with me, girls, and I’ll make sure the free drinks keep coming.”

      “This wasn’t free.” Willow held up her glass, the contents nearly gone.

      “It was more important to get you well on the way to Drunkville than it was to wait for a freebie.” Avery bumped her hip against Willow’s. “Speaking of, how’re your lips, girl? Tingly yet?”

      Mac smiled around the mouth of her bottle, both of them knowing Willow’s first tell of being tipsy.

      Willow held her fingers close together, squinting her eyes as said tingly lips lifted up at the corners. “Li’l bit.”

      Avery threw her head back in laughter as Mac grinned her approval. It’d been a while since Willow had let loose like this, setting out for an evening with the sole purpose of getting good and drunk. It’d been a while since she’d needed to. The main focus of her frustration was usually relegated to her daddy or Rory, and she’d had years of practice dealing with those two. This week had been the usual multiplied by seven thousand, and it’d left her floundering.

      As Mac launched into a rant about the lack of available men in Havenbrook and her dismal dating life, Willow glanced around the bar, her gaze skating over the swarm of bodies stacked upon each other, the space having filled up even more since they’d arrived. As she sucked the last bit of her drink through the straw, her eyes skittered over a trio standing by the front door, then snapped back, her body stiffening as she took in who’d just walked into the space. Even thirty feet away, there was no mistaking exactly who it was. There was also no mistaking the way her stomach bottomed out at the same time her heart started galloping like a racehorse.

      Finn stood by the door, Nola and Drew on either side of him. As he surveyed the room, Willow took the opportunity to survey him, the unabashed ogling something she’d tried to rein in when he’d been in her office and had been watching her. Now she had the opportunity to stare with him unaware.

      His hair was mussed, like he’d been running his hand through it. The scruff on his jaw had grown in even more since the other day, and she nearly sat on her hands to hold back the urge she had to feel it against her palms. He was casual in a white T-shirt, the material clinging to huge muscles that looked both strange and completely at home on his frame. He tucked his hand into the pocket of the dark jeans hanging low on his slim hips, causing Willow’s eyes to trail all the way down his body.

      “Hello?” Mac snapped her fingers in Willow’s face. “What’s got your attention?” Before waiting for Willow to answer, she looked over her shoulder, her head snapping back almost immediately. “Well, shit.”

      “What? What’s up?” Avery asked, turning in the direction Mac had looked. Once she spotted who they’d been looking at, she whistled low. “Damn. Looks like we picked the wrong place to drink.”

      “What do you want, Will? You wanna leave?” Mac asked, setting her empty bottle on the table. “We can try Rudy’s instead?”

      Rudy’s was a dive bar a few miles farther down the road, just a bar top and some high tables inside, no frivolous extras—like clean bathrooms—to be seen. It was a place you went strictly to get shit-faced. And while that sounded pretty good right about now, Willow’s drink was already working its magic, the alcohol flowing through her veins. She’d spent the past several days avoiding Finn, staying holed up in her house or her office. But she’d be damned if she let him run her out of here too.

      “What I want,” Willow said, tearing her eyes away from Finn, “is another drink.”

      Avery and Mac exchanged a look, then Avery nodded. “You got it, sweetcheeks. Be right back.”

      One thing Avery had mastered was getting the bartender’s attention almost immediately, her cleavage going a long way to shorten the time frame. Less than five minutes later, Willow had another Long Island Iced Tea in her hand.

      She worked hard to avoid tracking Finn’s movements, instead counting on Mac and Avery to take care of it for her. Every once in a while, she’d catch Mac’s eyes narrowed at some place over Willow’s shoulder, but she never looked. Told herself she didn’t want to. Didn’t need to. She was here to have fun, and she wasn’t going to let Finn Thomas ruin that for her.

      “You ready to move this out on the dance floor?” Avery asked as Willow finished her second drink.

      Willow scrunched up her nose, the tingly sensation from her lips having spread to most of her face. “Maybe.”

      “If there’s one thing that’ll get your mind off this week, it’s a hot man who rocks a cowboy hat and whose ass looks sinful in a pair of jeans.”

      Willow laughed, trying to suck up one last sip of her drink. “That was oddly specific.”

      “Yeah, well, prepare yourself. Mr. Oddly Specific is headed this way.”

      A few seconds later, three guys surrounded their table. Every one of them was a good-looking country boy—and each of them knew it too.

      “Evenin’, ladies,” the first guy said, tipping his hat. “How ’bout y’all come out and dance with us.”

      It wasn’t a question but rather a statement, cockiness rolling off him in waves. Arrogance usually turned Willow off, but it wasn’t like she was going to start dating the guy. Hell, she wasn’t even going to take him home for a night of fun. She’d come here to forget about Finn and the mess he’d tossed back on her doorstep. Alcohol went a long way toward helping her do that. Dancing with this guy would go even further.

      Avery and Mac deferred to her, and after a short nod from Willow, the girls both grinned, hopping off their stools and leading the way to the dance floor. Mr. Oddly Specific settled in behind Willow, his hands on her hips as the band played a current radio hit. His body was a little too close for her liking, but she ignored it, instead focusing on letting the music flow through her. She raised her hands above her head, swiveling her hips to the beat as she closed her eyes and tried to forget the fact that her ex-boyfriend hadn’t fled Havenbrook like she’d assumed he would. Tried to ignore the fact that he was mere feet from her, somewhere in the bar.

      Tried to ignore the way her nipples tightened at the thought, a low hum running through her body, the tattoo at her hip tingling with memories.

      Moments later, she knew exactly why her body was buzzing. Even though she didn’t look behind her, she recognized the second Finn replaced Mr. Oddly Specific at her back. The air around her grew charged, the fresh scent of him wrapping around her like her favorite childhood blanket. How, after so long, did he still smell the same? More importantly, how did she remember? And why did it transport her back to years ago, to memories of sunsets watched from the bed of his old truck, long walks along forgotten trails, and hidden moments in her childhood tree house, every single one of them heavily weighted with comfort and security?

      Finn didn’t say anything, didn’t announce his arrival or that he’d somehow gotten rid of the other guy, just placed his hands on her hips, exactly as the man before him had.

      But this felt different. Though it always had with Finn.

      Heat spread through Willow’s body, pooling low in her belly. For all intents and purposes, Finn’s touch was chaste. His hands rested over the denim of her shorts, and though she could feel the heat of him against her back, none of his body touched hers. And yet even with that minuscule touch of just his hands against her, it lit her up more than some men had been able to do while lying naked beside her.

      It was the first touch the two of them had shared in years, and her body warred with itself, half of her wanting to flee, to find Mac and Avery and get the hell out of the bar. But the other half wanted to press back against him, wanted to lean into him and feel those newly developed muscles along her back. Wanted to pretend for a while they didn’t have history, that he hadn’t stomped on her heart. That she wasn’t the brokenhearted sweetheart of Havenbrook. Wanted to pretend he was just some guy who could make her body hum simply by his presence.

      So that was exactly what she did.

      She continued dancing like she hadn’t noticed the change in partner, though how she managed was a damn miracle because her entire body felt like it was on fire. Finn kept his touch subtle, but the tips of his fingers scorched her even through the layers of fabric separating their skin. And even though she was burning up inside, feeling like there was a neon arrow above her head, pointing straight down at her, the people around her were oblivious. Avery and Mac were somewhere on the dance floor, though she couldn’t see them. Which was probably for the better. If either of them saw her and Finn dancing together, they’d drag her out by her hair.

      When the music switched to a slower, grittier song, the undercurrent of the beat and lyrics blatantly sexual, she and Finn didn’t pull apart. Instead, he closed the last couple of inches between them, settling along her back as he slid an arm around her waist and tugged her against him, brushing his palm across her stomach along the way.

      The lights were dim, the dance floor packed with so many people it felt like they were hiding in plain sight. Maybe that was what allowed her to relax back into him, her ass settling into the cradle of his hips. She caught her breath at what she felt behind the fly of his jeans, how hard he was for her, and couldn’t stop her eyelids from fluttering closed, her head lolling to the side as it rested against his chest.

      Finn leaned closer, running his nose along the column of her neck, and it was so easy to forget everything when he touched her so reverently. So easy to block out all the horrible memories they shared when he held her like she meant something. So easy to shove aside all their history.

      At least, until Finn rubbed a circle against her hip over the material of her shorts, his fingers in the general vicinity of the brand she’d had put on her ten long years ago.

      “You still have my bird on you, Willowtree?” His lips pressed against her ear, his voice a quiet rumble that ricocheted through her entire body, first sending a shiver down her spine before snapping it straight.

      The tattoos they’d gotten on her eighteenth birthday had been one of her last acts of rebellion. And, unfortunately, had become a daily reminder of how much she’d misjudged someone she’d thought she’d known better than anyone. A daily reminder of her failures, one she couldn’t run from.

      As his words charged the space between them, she didn’t pause to think—didn’t turn around and give Finn a piece of her mind, didn’t so much as stomp on his foot. Instead, she plucked his hand from around her waist and walked off the dance floor without a backward glance, ready to get the hell out of this bar. What had started out as a night to forget everything Finn had brought to her doorstep ended up only serving as a reminder of exactly why everything about him was a bad idea. He had trouble written all over him, and if her reactions were anything to go by, she couldn’t trust herself around him, not even with their sordid history.

      If Finn wouldn’t stay away from her, she’d make damn sure she stayed the hell away from him.
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      Late May in Mississippi was not the time to be working on renovations in a closed-in space without a functioning air conditioner, but they didn’t have much of a choice. The stale, thick air hung in the former soda fountain, the humidity nearly choking Finn. He wanted nothing more than to spend the next hour in a walk-in freezer, but that wasn’t going to happen.

      “Jesus,” Drew said, swiping his arm across his forehead. “It’s hotter than two rabbits fucking in a wool sock.”

      Nash barked out a laugh, shaking his head as he hauled in a few replacement planks of wood for the floors. “Y’all’ve gone soft on me. It hasn’t even hit ninety yet. Quit your bitchin’.”

      Ten years in California probably had made Finn go a little soft, but facts were facts. And the fact was it was hot as hell in there. “Drew’s right. When can we get some ceiling fans in here? And get that new AC installed?”

      “AC is on order. As for the fans, soon as we get the ceiling done up. Y’all decide for sure if you want them covered in that old barn wood I’ve got?”

      Finn nodded, thinking over what he, Drew, and Nola had discussed over the past few days. They’d spent the weekend sizing up the competition, seeing what their interiors looked like, what kind of vibe they gave off. It’d turned out the three of them were in agreement on one thing: they had no interest in going the typical honky-tonk route. Instead, they wanted something with an industrial vibe—old, reclaimed wood and corrugated steel all blended together.

      The only problem they were having was figuring out how, exactly, to incorporate it all. Finn didn’t know a sconce from a hole in the wall, which meant it felt like he had his head up his ass most of the time. He could pick out what he liked for all the different pieces they’d need, but he had no idea if it’d all flow together well or look like a hodgepodge of randomness. They really should’ve budgeted for a designer, because he wasn’t so sure the three of them could pull it off without help, and this place was too important to wing it.

      Friday night, they’d headed to a place in Parkersville, almost an hour away. The bar had been a bit of a dive, but then again, there hadn’t ever been much competition around the area. The people of Havenbrook had always had to go outside the county lines to get to a bar of any sort—and it was clear those bars hadn’t had to do much at all to bring in customers.

      Saturday night, they’d narrowed their search, coming closer to town and closer to their more immediate competition. Finn’s first impression of Ropers had been mediocre at best. Nothing about it had stood out to him—at least, not until he’d spotted Willow across the bar, sitting at a high-top table. She’d been with her assistant from work and a girl who, based on his memories, looked a hell of a lot like Willow’s younger sister Mac. Shock at seeing Willow there had faded into that ever-present attraction as he’d stared at her, noticing the low dip of her shirt and how much of her legs had been on display in those nearly indecent shorts she’d worn.

      After that, Finn had had no hope of noticing anything but her. He’d kept his eyes glued to her as he’d followed Drew and Nola around the place, pretending like he was paying attention to what they’d been saying about the decor, the band, the beer selection. Truth was, he’d been thinking only of Willow. His body had been wired into her presence—that hadn’t changed over the years. And even with twenty feet separating them, he’d felt the buzz in his veins.

      That pleasant hum he’d always welcomed in Willow’s vicinity had turned into an unmistakable surge of jealousy when some dickhead had taken her out on the dance floor. Finn knew he’d had no right to feel it, knew it wasn’t his place. Knew it made him an asshole for it too. Even worse, though, had been when he’d told the other guy to fuck off and had taken his place behind her, allowing himself the pleasure of putting his hands on her.

      It’d been a chaste touch, only his hands on her hips, but the sensation had shot straight to his cock, hardening it like steel. Willow had done a good job of pretending not to notice when Finn had stepped up behind her, but there was no denying how aware she’d become as soon as his hands had settled on her.

      Having her tight little ass pressed right up against his cock had brought him nearly to the brink of insanity. But Jesus, what a way to go. And then, because it hadn’t been enough for him, he’d had to push. Too damn hard, too damn fast, and off she’d shot like her ass had been on fire, fleeing from him as fast as she could.

      And he’d done nothing but spend the past few days thinking about what an idiot he was.

      “All right then,” Nash said, placing the wood planks in the corner and pulling Finn back to the present. “I’ll get those boards hauled in tomorrow and start workin’ on that so we can get some ceiling fans in place for you sissies. Until then, I reckon I’ll run over and buy some box fans so you delicate pansies don’t wilt.”

      Drew just laughed as Finn gave Nash a one-finger salute. Finn’s phone buzzed in his pocket, and he pulled it out to find a text from Nola.

      Willow needs some paperwork signed. Can you swing over to town hall?

      Finn glanced down at himself, bare chest covered in a sheen of sweat, patches of dirt caked on his skin. No, he wasn’t exactly town hall appropriate.

      Can you check if Willow can bring it by instead?

      He went to put his phone back in his pocket, but Nola’s response came right away.

      Uh, no. If you want Will to be your errand girl, grow some balls and tell her yourself. Godspeed.

      Willow’s number came through a second later as a contact attachment. Finn chuckled, shaking his head. His charms hadn’t been tested this much in a while, and he knew damn well they’d get a workout when it came to Willow. Knew, too, it was probably a really bad idea to call her and ask this. Still, he dialed the number Nola had sent, waiting for Willow to answer.

      “Hello?” Her voice was wary, probably because his number was one she wasn’t familiar with.

      “Hey, it’s Finn.”

      There was a brief pause before she asked, “Why’re you callin’ me on my private number?” Her voice was tight, that anger he’d only recently seen come out simmering under the surface. He’d never had that anger directed at him before—had never given her a reason for it to be. And he shouldn’t like it as much as he did, but there was no denying Willow was hot as hell when she was fired up.

      “Ah, sorry,” he said. “Nola sent it to me. Said you had some paperwork that needed to be signed.”

      Willow made an impatient huff. “I’m still not seeing why that involves calling my cell phone, Griffin. I have an office phone for a reason, especially considering this is office business.”

      He closed his eyes and scrubbed a hand down his face, hating every time she uttered his full name. Knowing damn well she was using it as a way to put up imaginary bricks between them. She could keep putting them up all she wanted, and as long as he was there, he’d keep knocking them down.

      Finn ran a hand through his hair. “Drew and I are workin’ in the bar today with Nash. We’re not exactly dressed for town hall. Any chance you can swing that on by?”

      Nothing but silence came from her end, and he could just imagine her in her office, her jaw tight, paperwork clenched in her fist. He waited for her to tell him to try his hand at skydiving, minus the parachute.

      Instead, she snapped, “Fine.” Then the line went dead.

      He slipped the phone into his pocket and glanced up at Drew, who was watching him intently.

      Drew raised a brow. “How’s that plan of yours workin’?”

      “Fuck off,” Finn said and turned his back on his brother.

      Drew’s laughter followed Finn as he went back to pulling off another section of baseboards. The truth was he didn’t have a plan, not when it came to Willow. And maybe that was the problem. All he wanted to do was make sure she was happy here, that his leaving had served a bigger purpose. But it seemed like any time they got around each other, all common sense fled his head.

      He didn’t know what he’d have to do to get through to her, to get her to actually have a conversation with him, but he wasn’t giving up just yet.
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      Hours later, Finn was spackling a bit of plaster by the ceiling, Drew and Nash having just slipped out to wheel a few salvage loads from the back room out to the dumpster. He’d managed to stop checking the clock a while earlier, but that hadn’t made the time go by any faster, wondering when Willow would get over her anger and stop by.

      He heard her before he saw her, the click of her heels on the sidewalk outside drawing his gaze toward the opened door where she walked through, taking a tentative step into his building.

      And damn. Damn.

      While he would always prefer the more casual Willow—the girl who was at home in paint-stained tank tops and cutoffs—he couldn’t deny how well she pulled off a suit. The tight, mid-thigh length skirt clung to the tantalizing curves of her hips…hips he’d had under his hands mere days before. She wore a bright red sleeveless top tucked into the waistband of her skirt, no doubt having shed her jacket in her office in deference to the heat.

      Her dark hair hung down her back, loose waves framing her face. Cool detachment was written along every inch of her body and a fake smile on her pouty pink lips. At least, until she took in the space around Finn, no doubt a mess in her eyes, and realized no one else was around. It was just the two of them. That fake smile dropped like an anchor.

      “Hey, Willowtree.” He climbed down from the ladder, setting the plastering trowel and mud pan on the old counter.

      “Stop calling me that,” she snapped. She closed her eyes and took a deep breath, like she was trying to get herself under control. Trying to rein in that temper that only intrigued Finn. When she opened her eyes again, she looked anywhere but at him, taking in the place that was in utter disarray. “Where’re Drew and Nash?”

      “Around.” He hated how his gut twisted when she asked about the other guys, one of whom was his brother. But Nash…shit, for all Finn knew, Willow and Nash had dated at some point. It wouldn’t be so farfetched, considering the small pool of available people their age in Havenbrook. Nash was a couple years younger than her, having graduated with the youngest of the Haven girls, Natalie. But that didn’t mean anything.

      “Why, you need them for somethin’?” he asked. As if he could wipe the make-believe images of Willow and Nash together from his mind, he plucked the T-shirt he’d tucked into the waistband of his shorts and used it to wipe the sweat from his brow. That did fuck-all to get thoughts of Willow with some other guy from his mind—which was dumb as hell because of course she’d been with other men while he’d been gone. It’d been ten years. And besides being stunning as hell, she was smart. Funny. Kind. Generous. She was everything any sane man would want by his side.

      And Finn had just walked away.

      He’d kicked himself daily for that over the past ten years, but he’d stayed away. He’d managed to keep himself from running back because, while the circumstances surrounding his departure hadn’t left him much choice in the matter, he’d been sure he’d done it for her benefit. That his being gone had allowed Willow to become the person she was meant to become instead of being weighed down by him.

      Shaking those thoughts from his head, he ran his shirt down his chest to wipe away the sheen of sweat and glanced back at Willow, realizing her eyes were trained on his hand as it brushed the cloth across his abs.

      “Willow?” he asked.

      “Huh?”

      “Why’d you want to know?”

      “What?” she asked, snapping her eyes to his. “Oh, just wondering.” She averted her gaze and crossed her arms over her chest, but not before he caught sight of her nipples straining at the material of her shirt, dark shadows beneath all that red. And since it sure as shit wasn’t cool in here, that meant one thing.

      Willow was still attracted to him.

      And it might make him an asshole, but if that was what he had to use to get her to come around to talking to him, so be it. He’d pull out every obnoxious play in the book if she’d just tell him about her life.

      She cleared her throat and thrust the paperwork in his direction. “I just need your signature on these. You missed a couple pages last week.”

      He stepped closer to her, trying hard not to smirk when she stiffened. Then he brushed his fingers over hers as he pulled the papers from her hand. “Happy to give you anything you need, Willowtree.”

      Her nostrils flared, the anger she was suppressing clearly written over every inch of her. But instead of chastising him for using her nickname from when they’d been teenagers, or for lacing his statement with an innuendo he was certain she’d picked up on, she just squared her shoulders. “You can go ahead and drop ’em by later today.”

      “Much as I’d love to visit you in your office again, I’m afraid I’m not fit for public viewing for the foreseeable future.” Finn gestured to himself, the sheen of sweat he’d wiped away already replaced thanks to the heat.

      Her eyes dropped to once again take in his appearance, a flush working its way up her neck and to her cheeks. Just as quickly as her eyes had dropped to observe him, they darted off to the side, staring instead out the grimy front windows. “I’m sure you can find another shirt.”

      That much was true, especially since Finn and Drew were staying upstairs in the apartment for the time being. “C’mon, it’ll just take a minute,” he said. “I can sign them now. I was gonna break for lunch anyway.” He strode toward the stairs at the back of the space, intent on heading up to slap together a sandwich. He looked back at her and tilted his head in the direction of the stairway. “If you come on up, I’ll share with you. I’ll even make it for you—peanut butter and banana sandwiches, your favorite.”

      It was only a brief moment where her expression changed, but he saw it—saw how her eyes softened the tiniest bit at the mention of her old favorite. The night before he’d left, they’d had a picnic in her tree house, one he’d prepared for her himself. Other girls might’ve wanted candlelight and fancy restaurants, but Willow had always been satisfied with anything, so long as they’d been together.

      The memory was bittersweet, tugging at his chest. He watched as the same emotions played out over her face. That softness in her eyes lasted for only a moment before she hardened her features once again.

      “I do not want to share your lunch, Griffin. As lovely as the offer is.” Sarcasm dripped from every word, her sweet Southern front dialed to ten. “What I’d like is for you to sign the papers so I can go back to work.”

      He nodded, knowing when not to push. Tossing the papers down, he glanced around under the guise of looking for a pen, hoping if he couldn’t get her upstairs to talk, she’d be up for sharing a bit right there. “How’re you liking it?”

      “You wastin’ my time?” she asked. “Not at all, actually.”

      Finn shot her a smile over his shoulder. “I meant workin’ for your daddy.”

      “I like it just fine,” she said, arms crossed and spine straight.

      “Better than painting?” He didn’t stare at her as he waited for the answer, hoping if he pretended his attention was snagged by the paperwork in front of him rather than her answer, she’d be more inclined to respond.

      She was silent for so long, he finally glanced over his shoulder at her in time to see her shake her head at him. “Look, I’m not sure what you think is happenin’ here, but you lost the right to ask me questions like that when you left town without a word. Ten freakin’ years ago. If you want insights on my life, you’re gonna have to ask around town, because you’re sure as hell not gonna get any from these lips.”

      He dropped his gaze to said lips, flushed and pink, the barest hint of moisture there, as if she’d just licked them. He remembered what it’d been like to have that mouth on him. Remembered in great detail, actually. While he’d always liked to call up those memories in previous years, it had gotten ridiculous over the past week. Thoughts of Willow had been his morning companion in the shower as he’d taken his cock in hand and worked himself to completion over the fantasy of her under him. Astride him. Bent over in front of him. Dozens upon dozens of different ways, only one of which he’d ever actually had the pleasure of experiencing. Because he’d bailed.

      And as he stared at her, still stuck in her hometown, no apparent desire at all to have followed the dream she’d talked about for so long, he couldn’t help but wonder what the hell he’d left for. The whole point had been so she could achieve her best life without the stain of his name holding her back. But from where he stood now, it looked like she’d held herself back just fine without his help.

      He wanted to know why. Was desperate to find out what had snuffed out the bright, vibrant flame of the Willow he’d coerced out of her shell all those years ago. And she could shoot as many dirty looks his way as she wanted, but he wasn’t going to stop until he found out why his spirited Willowtree was back here again, under her daddy’s thumb. Living a life less than she deserved.
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      First her office, then Ropers, then right across the street from town hall. And not just across the street, but across the street while half naked, ripped chest and corrugated abs glistening from him working so hard…

      Whew, was it hot in here?

      Finn was unavoidable, that much was clear. No matter what Willow did, he kept popping up again, leaving her on edge every minute of the day because she just couldn’t escape. And now she had those images from earlier burned into her brain, the sight of him on that ladder, his back muscles flexing, ass looking delectable in a pair of worn jeans, haunting her every waking moment.

      After her workday was done, she stormed into her and Mackenna’s place, slamming the door behind her. The walls of the guesthouse on their parents’ property rattled, but she couldn’t muster up an ounce of care. She tossed her purse behind her without concern for where it landed before chucking her heels to either side, grumbling under her breath the entire time.

      “Will?” Mac called from upstairs. “Is Ella with you?”

      “No,” she snapped.

      “No? What’s all that bangin’, then?”

      Yeah, okay, so she was acting like their seven-year-old niece. Point taken. Still, she couldn’t get her feet to let up as she stomped upstairs and into Mac’s room.

      “All that bangin’ is me losing my ever-lovin’ mind.” Willow threw herself facedown on Mackenna’s bed.

      “Umm…”

      “Umm?” She turned to glare at her sister where she sat with her back against the headboard, magazine forgotten against her chest. “My world is ending, and all you have to say is, ‘umm…’?”

      Mac rolled her eyes, then poked Willow in the side with her toe. “I hardly think your world is ending, Will. Dramatic much?”

      “Sure as hell feels like it. Especially when Finn won’t stay out of my life!”

      “Uh oh…you had another run-in?”

      Saturday night at the bar, Mac and Avery hadn’t questioned Willow’s urgent plea to bail immediately. They had, however, cornered her the following day and asked what the hell had happened. She’d spilled all the details, cringing as she’d relived every minute of having Finn’s body pressed against her own. Avery’s and Mac’s faces had been sympathetic, and they’d agreed they’d do what they could to minimize the time she’d need to see Finn while he was in town. So freaking much for that plan.

      “Yep. Bastard made me go over to his building so he could sign some papers. He’s just tryin’ to mess with my head.”

      “Oh, honey, c’mon now. I love you, but you’ve gotta get a grip. I highly doubt that’s what’s goin’ on. We didn’t tell anyone where we were goin’ on Saturday, so him bein’ there was just a coincidence. And today…well, I’m sure it was innocent enough.”

      More snippets of a bare-chested Finn flashed in her mind, and no. There was definitely nothing innocent about that man. He’d been downright indecent. He’d managed to render her speechless, her jaw nearly unhinging as she’d stared at him dragging that old cotton shirt across his muscle-packed chest, down the washboard ridges of his abs…

      “Um, Will? I know we’re close and all, but I don’t wanna know what your sex face looks like, so I’m gonna have to ask you to stop thinkin’ ’bout whatever you are.” Only a second passed before Mac gasped, her eyes going wide as she flew up from her reclining position. “Did you sleep with him?” She hissed the question, like they were seventeen and eighteen again, back in their parents’ house while divulging all the sordid details of Willow’s whirlwind romance with the bad boy of Havenbrook.

      “Lord, no.” Willow squeezed her eyes shut against the remembered flush of awareness that’d flooded her body in Finn’s presence. Mac didn’t need to know the thought had crossed Willow’s mind too many times to count since he’d made his appearance back in town. Honestly, she didn’t even want to admit it to herself, let alone say it aloud to someone else.

      “Okay, then everything’s fine.” Mac waved a hand in the air. “There’s no need to panic. I know Havenbrook’s small, but that doesn’t mean you’re gonna be running into him every day or anything.”

      Except, if the past week was anything to go by, she would be. She took a deep breath and sat up, tucking her ankle under her leg as she faced her sister. “He seems hell-bent on making that happen. And since Gloria’s on maternity leave until August, I’m the one and only person he’ll be in contact with as they renovate. I don’t know how long they’re plannin’ on staying, but according to Rory’s latest voice mail, the Thomas boys have taken up residence in the apartment above the storefront.”

      “Oh shit.”

      “Yeah, oh shit.” Willow pushed up from the bed and walked across the hall to her own room as her sister continued with platitudes that were doing exactly nothing to reassure her. She whipped off her sleeveless blouse, then unzipped and tugged off her skirt. As she went to her dresser to grab a pair of yoga pants and a tank top—screw doing anything tonight but bingeing on Ben & Jerry’s—she caught a glimpse of herself in the floor-length mirror that stood in the corner of her room. A tiny fleck of black peeked out of the waistband of her low-cut bikini panties, and she tugged them up her hip—a force of habit as she hid the last bit of Finn Thomas she still had in her life.

      The tiny bit of Finn Thomas she’d carried on her skin every day for the past decade.

      And maybe that was the problem. Maybe that was why he still affected her so much—because no matter what she told herself, no matter how many different men she’d tried to have a relationship with, she’d always had this what-if in the back of her mind, courtesy of the brand she wore of his.

      You still have my bird on you, Willowtree?

      She closed her eyes against the whispered words he’d said to her in Ropers, wanting desperately to blink and have this thing off her body. She walked over to stand in front of the mirror, then tugged down the front of her panties until the entire tattoo was visible.

      It might’ve happened ten years ago, but she remembered it as clear as if it’d been last week. The weeks leading up to it, all the planning that’d gone into them—both hers and his. Sketch after sketch after sketch until she’d gotten them just right. This act—getting tattoos together—was symbolic of so much more than the actual symbols on their bodies. It was the physical representation of them starting their life together, taking the leap with nothing but their love and a few prayers setting the foundation.

      What a fool she’d been.

      She’d willingly marked her body forever for a boy it turned out she’d never really known at all. Because when he’d walked away, he’d negated every word he’d ever said to her, every whispered confession of love, every promise of a future.

      So now, when she looked at her tattoo—a bird in flight on her hip—instead of reminding her of everything she should soar for as intended, it only served to remind her of all the flying Finn had done to get away from her.

      Well, no more of that. She’d lived with this for far too long, and it was time to do something about it. She snatched her phone from the pocket of her discarded skirt, then queued up Ty’s name—Finn’s friend who’d done the tattoo in the first place—and shot him a quick text. She hadn’t talked to him other than a hello around town for so long, she hoped it was still his correct number. But she hadn’t needed to worry. His reply came almost instantly, letting her know she could swing by his place tonight and they’d talk about her options.

      Whether she covered it up with something else or removed it completely, she didn’t care. As long as it got the image of Finn’s bird off her body once and for all.
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      Lord, why was she so nervous? This was her choice—a decision long overdue, to be honest. She’d lived with that black mark on her skin for too long, and now that she’d finally decided to do something about it, butterflies battered her insides. Placing one hand over her stomach hoping to quell her nerves, she clutched Mac’s hand with the other as they walked up the front path to Ty’s house.

      “I feel like we’re doing some kind of shady drug deal, going to his house after hours instead of the tattoo shop,” Mac said.

      “Yeah, well, you know as much as I do if I even stepped foot in that shop, the entire town’d be talkin’ about what Willow Haven was doing in a seedy place like that. It’d get back to Daddy in a heartbeat.”

      It was a miracle she’d managed to keep her little act of teenage rebellion a secret as long as she had. The handful of souls who knew about the tattoo she’d gotten with Finn were Mackenna and the men Willow had been intimate with—which, admittedly, hadn’t been many.

      “Yeah, yeah. Gotta keep up the image,” Mac said. “I get it.”

      As one of the middle Haven girls, Mac did get it. It was what made the two of them so close. Rory soared far above her sisters, the picture-perfect woman in their daddy’s eyes, married to her college sweetheart and raising two flawless children. And Nat, their youngest sister, hadn’t given a damn about this town or what their daddy thought, soaring in a different way and getting the hell out as soon as she’d graduated high school.

      Willow and Mac stopped on the front stoop, both of them staring at the door. The blare of a television, interrupted sporadically by murmured voices, seeped out from inside.

      Finally, after standing for long moments, Mac squeezed Willow’s hand. “Ready?”

      Not even a little bit.

      “Yeah,” Willow managed to get out through the invisible fingers wrapped tightly around her throat. She didn’t have to actually do anything tonight, but at least when she left there, she’d have a plan one way or another.

      Mac raised her fist to knock but paused and glanced over, giving Willow one last chance to back out. When Willow didn’t speak up, Mac brought her knuckles down on the door in a quick rap.

      “It’s open,” someone called from inside.

      “No going back now.” Mac turned the doorknob and stepped over the threshold.

      While Willow was friendly with everyone in town, she wouldn’t exactly say she and Ty were friends. As such, the last time she’d been to his house had been ten long years ago, and he’d done some upgrading since then, moving on from the trailer he used to have to a small ranch home. It was cleaner than she’d expected it to be, nicer too. A TV mounted on the far wall blared a video game, and as large as it was, it looked nearly minuscule compared to the massive couch that took up the majority of the room.

      Ty sat sprawled out on one side, and Willow lifted her hand in a wave before glancing to the other occupant. Her hand froze in midair along with the smile on her face, her feet refusing to move.

      Lord, couldn’t she catch a freaking break?

      The person sitting all the way on the other end, smiling up at her, was none other than the man who’d dominated nearly all of her thoughts. Finn freaking Thomas. He looked so relaxed there reclined against the back cushions, his legs spread, fingers loosely wrapped around the neck of the beer bottle resting on his knee, like he hadn’t teased her with his body and his words earlier in the day. Like he hadn’t rocked his erection against her ass on the dance floor mere days prior.

      Willow’s stomach bottomed out, seeing him there as if he didn’t have a care in the world when the tornado of butterflies in her stomach just got kicked up to a Category five hurricane. She tightened her grip on Mac’s hand until her sister let out a squeak of protest and dug her fingernails into Willow’s skin in retribution.

      “Looks like I picked the right night to stop by,” Finn said, his eyes stuck to Willow.

      Willow blinked and shook her head. “Stop by…” She narrowed her eyes at Finn, who only returned her glare with a smile. Of course, she’d known Ty and Finn were friends—they had been their whole lives. Really, it was her own damn fault she hadn’t anticipated this, especially considering the past few days. Ropers may have been a coincidence, but there was no way this was. No freaking way. She had half a mind to stomp her foot right there and cuss Ty out.

      Instead of doing that, she settled on shooting daggers his way, a finger jabbed in his direction. “Tyler Owen Kenning Junior, you traitor. Your momma know what you get up to with boys like him?”

      Ty laughed, resting an arm against the back of the couch as he tipped his beer bottle toward her. “My momma thinks I’m an angel and doesn’t listen to nothin’ anyone might say otherwise.”

      “Mm-hmm,” Willow said, dropping Mac’s hand to cross her arms over her chest. “So this is the kind of professional you are, huh? When someone asks for an appointment, you invite all your friends to the show?”

      “Appointment for what?” Finn asked, watching her like a hawk. Did she imagine how his eyes flicked down to the vicinity of her hip and the black bird hidden under layers of clothes?

      Ty held up his hands in surrender and spoke as if Finn hadn’t said a word. “Hey, you said you just wanted to talk about your options. Didn’t think it’d be a problem when Finn said he was gonna stop by, too.”

      “What kind of options?” Finn asked.

      She couldn’t tell if he was playing dumb, or if he really didn’t know her reason for being there. Either way, ignoring him was in her best interest. To Ty, she said, “And I bet his stopping by had nothing at all to do with me being here, huh?”

      Ty looked away from her, focusing on the TV. “I don’t know nothin’ about that. That’s between y’all.”

      “I don’t know nothin’ about what you’re doing here,” Finn said. “Someone wanna fill me in?”

      Willow ground her molars together. “I told you earlier, you weren’t gettin’ anything out of me, Griffin.”

      He clenched his jaw, no doubt over the use of his full name. Good. It was dumb and childish, but at that point, she needed to hold on to every bit of distance she could put between them. “You thinking of getting some more ink on that pretty skin?”

      She ignored the shiver his words sent down her spine. “How do you know I haven’t already?”

      His gaze heated even more, and she wanted to slap herself for being such an idiot, for walking right into his trap. He lifted one eyebrow and did a slow sweep of her from head to toe. “Guess I don’t. You offering to show me, Willowtree?”

      Those handful of words coming from Finn’s mouth—the seductive, almost lilting way he said them—had the temperature in the room rising at least ten degrees. And she wasn’t the only one who felt it if Mac’s reaction was anything to go by.

      “Oooookay.” Mac side-stepped Willow and plopped down next to Ty on the couch. “You two kids work out whatever you need to work out. I’m gonna play this game until you’re done.”

      What the hell? Willow had brought Mac along for support, and as soon as the temperature got cranked up, she bailed. Some freakin’ wing-woman she was.

      “We don’t have anything to work out,” Willow said. “All I need to know is—” She cut herself off. Why was she discussing this when Finn was sitting right there?

      More importantly, why did she care if he was there when she did?

      Steeling herself, she straightened her shoulders and addressed Ty, doing her best to ignore the way Finn bored holes into the side of her face with his eyes. “The tattoo you gave me. I want it gone. What’re my options?”

      As much as she tried to ignore Finn, she couldn’t help the way her eyes darted over to him as soon as the words left her mouth. The crack in his facade was subtle, but it might as well have been a flashing marquee for as loudly as it screamed at her. He was good and pissed if the tightness in his jaw and shoulders was any indication. But, really, what did he have to be pissed about? She was the one who’d been left behind.

      “All right,” Ty drawled, glancing at Finn out of the corner of his eye before focusing back on Willow. “Well, you can always do a cover-up. Your original tattoo’s not very big, so it’d be pretty easy to do.”

      “And if I don’t want it there at all?”

      “There’s always laser removal, but, Will, that’ll—”

      “I have a few options you should consider,” Finn said.

      Willow’s eyebrows shot up her forehead as she looked over at him. Was he for real? “I’m not all that interested in your opinion, considering you’re the reason I’m here in the first place. Now, if you don’t mind, I’m gonna listen to what Ty thinks is best since he’s the professional.”

      Finn stood then, setting his beer on the side table, and took a step toward her, then another and another. And, all right, it probably didn’t help her case the way she took equal steps back for every one he took forward, but she couldn’t be that close to him again—could not. Except she didn’t have a choice because soon her back was pressed against the wall, and he wasn’t stopping—didn’t stop until he stood directly in front of her. So close, she could feel the heat emanating off his body, could smell his delicious Finn scent. She snapped her spine straight and commanded her body to hold herself upright so she didn’t do something horribly embarrassing like faint at his feet.

      And then she did something she absolutely shouldn’t have. She took a deep inhale of him—fresh and clean, like the air on a summer day—and just…looked.

      Lord, he was pretty. He’d hate that descriptor, but it was accurate. His eyes were like butterscotch candies surrounded by the lushest eyelashes she’d ever seen, a total waste on so much masculinity. His nose wasn’t perfect—he’d gotten in too many fights for there not to be a bump or two—but it was perfect on him. The scruff was new to her since he’d stayed mostly clean-shaven when they’d been together, but she could admit she liked it on him now. It made him look even manlier—which was nothing but trouble, because Finn certainly didn’t need any help in that department.

      She begged herself to stop cataloguing his features there, but her eyes didn’t listen as they continued their path of no return until they reached his best feature—his mouth. His lips weren’t overly full, but the curve of his top lip begged to be traced—and she had too. With her fingers. And her tongue.

      Low, so low she wasn’t sure Mac or Ty could even hear him, he said, “Stop lookin’ at me like that, or I’m gonna start thinkin’ you want more than you’re sayin’.”

      “I don’t know what you mean,” she said, her eyes glued to his lips.

      Said lips kicked up a notch on the side. He leaned closer—how was that even possible when it felt like they were as close as they could be while in mixed company? “C’mon, Willowtree, let’s go down the hall and discuss your options. Alone.”

      His words shattered her trance, reminding her exactly why she shouldn’t be in such close proximity to him. She crossed her arms over her chest, desperate to hide her reaction. The last thing she needed was for him to think she was still attracted to him.

      Even if it was the painfully obvious truth.

      “Funny, I didn’t think you were a tattoo artist,” she said. “Though, to be fair, I guess I really have no idea what you’ve been doin’ with your life since I haven’t heard from you in a decade.”

      He reached up and rubbed his fingers over his jaw, studying her. “I didn’t want to have to bring out the big guns for this.”

      She set her shoulders, narrowing her eyes at him. “Oh yeah? What’re those?”

      He leaned even closer, his breath a whisper of air against her mouth. “Either go back there and listen to what I have to say, or I’m gonna tell Mac and Ty the sound you make when you—”

      She yelped and didn’t even think about it as she slapped her hand over his mouth, her eyes wide in horror, darting over to where her sister and Ty sat, oblivious to what was going on between the two of them. “You wouldn’t,” she hissed.

      Along with a raise of an eyebrow and a nip to her fingers currently pressed against those perfectly shaped lips of his, everything about his body language said, try me. She studied him, wondering if he was bluffing. The sure and steady way he stared back at her indicated he absolutely wasn’t. Not even a little.

      She shoved her hand harder against his mouth, pushing him toward the hallway off to the left. “I hate you.”

      He stepped back with a smile and led them down the hall and into an unoccupied bedroom. “Knew you’d see it my way.”

      “Not like you gave me a hell of a lot of choice.”

      “Aw, I think you and I both know you just needed an excuse to come back here.”

      “You are such an arrogant jack—”

      The word cut off on her tongue as he reached out, his fingers hooking around her hip, his thumb pressed to the space where the black bird was permanently marked on her skin. After all this time, how did he remember the exact location? His touch burned through the thin layer of her shorts as he rubbed the area in tiny circles, her nipples hardening almost painfully at the intimate touch.

      “Why’re you thinkin’ of getting this removed, Willowtree?”

      She swallowed and tried to think about anything other than what it felt like to have his hands on her. She failed. After ten years, it’d been easy to brush off the connection she’d remembered between them. To wave it off as childish infatuation. Pretend she’d built it up in her mind and it hadn’t been as electric as she’d once thought. But now? Now that he was eliciting reactions in her with a single thumb that other men hadn’t been able to garner with their whole bodies and hours of time, it was clear she’d only been fooling herself. The two of them together were a perfect storm.

      “Because I don’t want to see it anymore,” she said, forcing herself to speak through a throat clogged with desire.

      “Is that right? Seems to me you might need a little reminder to fly.”

      Oh, that was rich coming from him. Her days of flying were long gone. “Yeah, well, there was a flaw in your plan. Because when I see this bird now? All I think is how you flew, Finn. So forgive me if I don’t want that reminder on my skin every day for the rest of my life.”

      His grip on her hip tightened as he tugged her until their fronts pressed together. And—whoa, momma—she wasn’t the only one heating up at their nearness if the hard ridge pressing against her stomach was any indication.

      “You think I don’t have the same damn reminder? That you were here the whole time without me? These are your roots on me, Willowtree,” he said, pulling up his shirt and giving her a glimpse of the tattoo on the side of his rib cage he’d gotten the same day as hers. The one she’d drawn for him so long ago. The top was obscured by his shirt, but she knew what’d be there—the wispy leaves of a willow tree. The trunk twisted and contorted until it widened at the base, the roots spreading like outstretched fingers near his hip. Had there always been so many? She couldn’t remember.

      Finn reached down and grabbed her hand, pressing her fingers to his skin. His muscles rippled under her touch. “These are your roots on me, and no matter what’s happened between us, I’d never want anything to erase what we had. Because what we had was real, Willow, and you know it. Don’t forget that. Don’t discount it.”

      She opened her mouth to tell him all they’d experienced was puppy love, but the words wouldn’t come. They were frozen in her throat because they’d be the single greatest lie she’d ever told in her entire life. Without any conscious thought, her fingers started tracing the lines of ink on Finn’s skin, and all she could do was watch. He was so solid and warm under her fingertips, his puffs of air growing faster and faster against her neck, then her cheek, then her lips.

      And even though it’d been a long time, she knew what was coming a split second before he pressed his mouth against hers. Her sound of protest was lost in the space between their mouths as he swiped his tongue against her lips. And then there was nothing but Finn and his sinful mouth and his body flush against hers. He swept his tongue inside her mouth, and Lord, had he always tasted this good? Had he always kissed this good?

      Never breaking away from her mouth, he walked them until Willow’s back was pressed against the wall, and then he just sort of…settled in. His hips held hers against the wall, the length of his erection pressing into her, proving this wasn’t at all one-sided as his hand continued its maddening path along her hip. But then—Lord, then he slipped his thumb under the waistband of her shorts until there was nothing between his rough fingertip and the part of her body forever marked as his. If it were possible, the soft caresses had her melting even further into him.

      He kissed her like he was a starving man feasting on his first meal in a month. She’d forgotten how he’d always put his whole body into it, the heat and solidness of him pressing against her, making her feel safe and secure. Finn groaned into her mouth as he deepened the kiss even more, and all she could do was clutch him, one hand fisting the front of his shirt and the other pressed against his side where her tree was eternally imprinted.

      “You feel so damn good,” Finn said against her lips.

      Willow murmured her agreement into his mouth because there was no denying it. Her body was on fire, her nipples hard points pressing against his chest, her skin lit up from the inside out.  And then Finn’s thumb, rubbing maddeningly against her tattoo, slipped to the right until he was as close to the Promised Land as he’d been in a long time. He didn’t try to push it any further, just ran his thumb back and forth right above where she was wet and ready for him until she thought she’d die.

      After a blink and an eternity, his heated mouth slowed until he pulled away, kissing along her jaw, flicking his tongue against that spot behind her ear that’d always made her knees weak. Then he brushed his lips against the shell of her ear, his words just a breath. “You feel that?”

      She didn’t think he actually expected an answer—which was a good thing, since all of her brainpower was being used to keep herself upright.

      “I know you do,” he said. “I know you’ve felt it every day since I came back. Think about this before you do anything, all right? Think about us, Willowtree. That’s all I’m askin’.” He scraped his teeth along her earlobe, and then…then he removed his thumb from her shorts, removed every inch of his body from hers, and stepped back.

      His face was flushed, his eyes molten as he stared at her. His chest heaved with breath, and she didn’t have to look down to know the evidence of his arousal would be apparent in his jeans, but she wanted to. Lord, she wanted to more than anything. Wanted to pull him back to her, wanted to strip him of his clothes and see what other changes had been made to the body she’d once known so well. And that thought scared the ever-loving hell out of her.

      With his hands clenched into fists, as if he were physically restraining himself from coming toward her again, he gave her hip one last look, and then he left.

      As she stared at the door Finn had gone through, her fingers pressing to the lips he’d so thoroughly kissed, she wanted to call out a thousand things at his retreating form. Most of them pertained to the fact that he had no right to ask that of her when he clearly hadn’t thought of the two of them when he’d left.

      But then she remembered his willow tree tattoo, prominent and untouched, when the rest of him had been inked up over the years—tattoos she hadn’t given herself permission to catalog, but ones she would’ve had to be blind to miss—and the ache in her heart grew. Which only worried her more, causing the ache to turn into panic. Finn wasn’t supposed to elicit those kinds of reactions from her. Not anymore.

      When she had her bearings enough that she trusted herself around mixed company, she walked out to the living room to find Mac and Ty still playing the Xbox. They both looked up at her entrance, and Mac’s eyes flitted to the front door, where Willow assumed Finn had fled through only moments before.

      “What’ll it be, Will?” Ty asked.

      So much for having a plan when she left there tonight, because now her brain was all jumbled, and even if she could’ve made a decision, she wasn’t sure she’d be able to trust herself.

      “I’m gonna think it over, and I’ll let you know,” she said, her voice shaking only a little. “Mac, you ready?”

      “Uh, yeah, sure.” Mac got up from the couch, tossing the controller to Ty. “Thanks for the game.”

      “Anytime. See ya, Haven girls.”

      Mac headed out onto the porch, but before Willow stepped over the threshold, she turned around to address Ty. “Don’t mention my decision to Finn, all right?”

      “What decision?” he replied with a wink.

      “Exactly,” she mumbled, then stepped out, shutting the door behind her as she sagged against it.

      “Girl, what the hell happened in that back room? Finn looked like he was ready to combust when he came out.”

      That made two of them.

      Willow shook her head as they walked to the car. “I’ll tell you as soon as I figure it out myself.”
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      Finn couldn’t say he hadn’t participated in some ground-shaking kisses in his time, but he could say, unequivocally, he’d never experienced one like he’d just had with Willow. At least, not in the time since he’d left her.

      As he headed back to his temporary apartment, his lips still tingled from touching hers, her taste still lingering on his tongue. Jesus, the things he’d wanted to do to her. So much more than just kiss that tempting mouth of hers. He’d wanted to spin her around to the empty bed in the room, press her into the mattress and lay himself on top of her. Grind his cock into all that welcoming heat between her legs. Trail his mouth down every inch of her and find out if she tasted as good as he remembered.

      But instead, he’d left. He’d had to. Kissing her had been about showing her there was something to them. That her removing the tattoo on her hip, removing a part of their history, would be a mistake.

      And, shit, hearing her saying she’d wanted that part of herself changed? Erased? As if it’d never happened? It’d nearly wrecked him, especially considering the tattoo he bore of hers was as much a part of him as his fucking heart.

      The willow tree she’d drawn for him—the one she’d sat by him for hours as it’d been inked on his skin—was the only thing he’d had tethering him to her for all those years he’d been away. And he’d made sure it’d done its job, not allowing himself to forget about her, even when she’d probably thought he hadn’t given her a second thought after he’d left.

      Truth was, he’d thought about her every damn day.

      And every year on her birthday—the same day they’d gotten tattoos in the first place—he went and got another root added at the bottom of the tree. He might’ve spent years being thousands of miles away from her, but she’d been stamped on his heart—and his body—forever, her very essence permeating down to his bones.

      After that kiss in Ty’s house, after how she’d responded to it, melting into him, her tongue meeting his stroke for stroke, there was no doubt left in Finn’s mind that Willow knew what still crackled between them. And didn’t just know it, but felt it, same as he did.

      He’d be damned if he wasn’t going to push her to explore it with him.

      He walked up the stairs to his and Drew’s apartment, unlocking the door and walking into their temporary home. Nola had been right—it was in okay shape, all things considered. It was smaller than their place in California, but it worked for now. It had the same hardwood floors that ran through the main floor, though these weren’t nearly as worn as the ones downstairs. They’d needed to give it a good scrubbing and vacuum a few thousand dust bunnies, but it was in working order now.

      And thanks to their handful of friends who still lived in the area, they’d been able to fill it with castoffs. Someone’s cousin/momma/friend had had what they’d needed sitting in unused guest rooms. Southern hospitality at its finest.

      Finn tossed his keys on the counter in the small kitchen as he strolled into the living area and found Drew on the phone. He tipped his chin in Finn’s direction before speaking to whoever was on the other line. “Yeah, we got the box. We’re doin’ all right otherwise. Ty’s momma spotted us a few things, and we got most of the rest from Nola’s cousins.”

      If Finn had to guess, he’d place bets it was their momma, calling to check in on them, same as she’d done every day since they’d been gone. The separation was getting to her, that much was clear. It was the longest the three of them had been apart in…well, ever. If that made him and Drew momma’s boys, so be it. But the three of them were all they had, so they stuck together, through thick and thin. And there’d been a lot of both over the past twenty-nine years.

      “He’s fine. Just walked in,” Drew said, glancing Finn’s way, his eyes doing a quick sweep over his brother. Even though Finn was certain nothing in his body language said anything about what had happened with Willow, he also knew his brother would know something was up. Same way Finn had known when Drew’d lost his virginity to Lexie May sophomore year of high school. Sometimes it was awesome being a twin; sometimes it was a little awkward and damn inconvenient.

      Finn fell into the corner of the couch, throwing an arm across the back as he waited for the phone.

      “All right, Momma. I’ll let y’all talk. Love you.” Drew tossed the phone in Finn’s direction before getting up and strolling into the kitchen.

      Finn brought the phone to his ear. “Hey, Momma.”

      “Hey, sweetheart. Y’all gettin’ on okay there?”

      With one hundred percent certainty, Finn knew she’d asked Drew the same thing. But every time she asked, she did so with such sincerity, he couldn’t fault her for it. He wasn’t sure if the concern was because she wasn’t used to being away from them, or if it was because she was worried about the reception they’d receive in Havenbrook. When they’d left, he and Drew were only a year or so out of their rebellious teen years where they’d gotten up to everything from petty vandalism to property damage. Add that in with being from the wrong side of the tracks, born to a teenage single momma, and they’d had outcasts and troublemakers branded on them from birth.

      “Doin’ fine here. Spent today doin’ demo and working on some repairs on the plaster. Things are movin’ along.”

      “So y’all think you’ll be comin’ back soon, then?”

      “I’m not sure.” The thought of leaving now, before he’d had a chance to explore whatever this was between him and Willow, left him with a rock in the pit of his stomach. “We haven’t even begun to pick out the finishes for the space yet. And Nola can’t be dealin’ with all that while she’s still workin’ at the auto shop. She didn’t have as much money put away as we did.”

      “How’s that sweet girl doin’? Haven’t talked to her in ages. You tell her to give me a call, would you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      “Now what’s this I hear about you talkin’ to Willow Haven?” she asked.

      Finn blew out a breath and shot a glare at his brother who’d taken a seat on the other end of the couch. Drew’s only response was to shrug as he took a swig from his beer.

      “I’ve gotta talk to her, Momma. She’s in charge of things at town hall now.”

      “Mm-hmm,” she said, her displeasure hitting him like a ton of bricks, even through the phone line. “What exactly do you think’s gonna happen between y’all, with your history?”

      Honestly? He had no fucking idea, but he sure as hell wasn’t gonna tell his momma that. He knew what he wanted to happen. Could finally admit to himself he didn’t just want to see Willow happy, but he wanted to see her happy with him. A connection like theirs was once in a lifetime, and he’d be damned if he let her pretend it wasn’t there. He just had no idea how to go about getting her on board with it.

      “I know what I’m doin’,” he said.

      She tutted. “From where I’m sittin’, you don’t know much of anything. Honestly, Griffin… Stringin’ that poor girl along. I raised you better than that.” Silence hung from her side of the line for a moment. “Unless…unless you’re thinkin’ about stayin’?” she asked, her voice tinged with something that sounded an awful lot like hope. But that couldn’t be right. Why would him moving back to Havenbrook make her happy?

      She’d wrung her hands when he and Drew had told her of their plans, so worked up over the two of them going back to a place that’d done nothing but try to force the three of them out. A place that’d never, ever welcomed them into its fold, despite years of trying. Despite their momma being an active part of the community. True, she hadn’t been a doctor or a lawyer, hadn’t been on the school board or the PTA. But she’d paid her bills, had tried her damnedest to keep her boys out of trouble—though it’d been hard as a young, single mom, working two or three jobs to keep a roof over their heads and food on the table.

      Even if she’d been home more, Finn and Drew would’ve found trouble anyhow. It was in their blood. But it wouldn’t have mattered anyway. They could’ve followed every ridiculous law in Havenbrook, could’ve played along with the do-gooders of the town, and it still would’ve done fuck-all to change the minds of many of the residents of Havenbrook. The Thomases, along with their friends, had been branded wrong simply because they couldn’t afford a lot of their own or a house with a foundation instead of a single wide trailer.

      Which was why opening up this business with their own money, no help at all from the Bank of Havenbrook, felt so damn good.

      “I already called Sammy and let him know what was goin’ on. Right now, the plan is to stay for a couple weeks,” he said, hating how the words lit a fire in his gut, burning all the way up to his chest. He couldn’t imagine leaving so soon. Not now…not after having Willow under his hands again. Not since having her taste on his tongue after ten long years without it.

      “Mmm…plans change,” his momma said.

      They did. Situations changed…people changed. He could only hope he could get Willow to see that.

      After a few more minutes of conversation and a promise to call tomorrow, Finn hung up and dropped his head back on the couch as he scrubbed a hand down his face.

      “You wanna tell me why you came in practically whistling before talkin’ to Momma?” Drew asked.

      “Not really.”

      “Sounds like I’m shit outta luck, then. I’ll never be able to crack the unbreakable code that is Griffin Thomas,” Drew said, his voice ringing with sarcasm.

      Finn rolled his eyes, standing to grab himself a beer. “If you already know, why’d you ask?”

      Drew didn’t say anything. Not until Finn sat back on the couch, beer in his hand. “You start somethin’ with her?”

      Finn thought back to the kiss, to her hips under his fingers, the lush curves of her pressed up against every inch of him. Lord had he wanted to. He shook his head. “Not yet.”

      “Well, somethin’ happened.”

      “You didn’t ask if somethin’ happened. You asked if I started somethin’ with her. And I haven’t.”

      “Yet.”

      “Yet,” Finn confirmed with a nod.

      Drew just stared at him before shaking his head. “She’s got you all kinds of fucked up, you know that, right?”

      He did, but what the hell was he supposed to do? He’d walked away from her once, and it’d been the single greatest mistake of his entire life. He’d be damned if he made the same one again, if he walked away without giving this thing between them a chance to actually become something. Not now that he was older, wiser… Now that he wouldn’t allow her asshole of a father to stand between them as he had back then.

      “Nothin’ I can do about that,” he said.

      “So, what’s your plan? We stayin’ here indefinitely, or what?”

      Drew had exactly as many ties to California as Finn did. Namely, zero. As long as they got their momma back to Havenbrook, they’d be fine. And whether or not Drew agreed with what Finn was doing where Willow was concerned, he’d stand behind his brother, have his back every step of the way. Where Finn went, Drew followed, and vice versa.

      Knowing that made it easier to move forward, since Finn didn’t know what the hell was coming. If he’d be in Havenbrook or California…New York or Nashville. Right now, he had one goal, and that was to get in the good graces of one Willow Haven.

      “My plan is to find out if I can make her see me as more than just the asshole who left. Everything else will come after.”

      Drew snorted, shaking his head. “Man, you’re a damn idiot. That girl does nothin’ but spit fire when you’re around.”

      “She wasn’t spittin’ fire when she let me kiss her tonight.”

      Raising an eyebrow, Drew said, “Maybe not. Doesn’t mean you don’t have a shit-ton of work ahead of you.”

      Didn’t he know it. But that was all right. Finn hadn’t fought hard enough for her in the first place. Hadn’t stuck it out when he was pressed between a rock and a hard place. So if that meant he had to work harder now, so be it. Willow deserved every bit of sweat on his part, and he was trying hard to be worthy of her.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      A couple days after the kiss that’d rocked Willow’s world, she was still doing her best to forget about it. Okay, she was doing her best to try to forget. So far, it wasn’t going well. Or at all, really. She’d done little but think about what it’d felt like to have Finn’s lips on hers again, to have every inch of his body pressed against hers, all that heat directed solely at her.

      There was no denying it anymore. Over the years, she hadn’t inflated their chemistry in her mind. It was there, and it was real, and it was every bit as potent as it’d been when they’d been only teenagers. Maybe even more so. Which meant she was well and truly screwed.

      “Will.” Rory stood in the paint section of the local hardware store, holding up two white samples. “Which one do you like better?”

      Normally, Willow could debate paint colors with the best of them, but she could barely focus on her own name let alone the varying shades of dove and moonlight. “Um…that one.” She pointed to the one in Rory’s left hand.

      Rory scrunched her nose, her lips pursing as she considered it. “You don’t think it’s too yellow?”

      “What room is this goin’ in again?”

      Rory narrowed her eyes. “Have you been listening to anythin’ I’ve been sayin’?”

      Well, actually…no. No, she hadn’t been. As if Willow didn’t have enough to think about after that kiss with Finn, she also had to contend with the fact that her daddy was coming home from his conference at the end of the week. She wasn’t sure how she’d managed it, but as far as she knew, he was none the wiser about the new Havenbrook residents. And if he’d gotten wind of it, she had no doubt he would’ve called her immediately, demanding answers. Since she hadn’t received any five a.m. wake-up calls, she figured all was good. Which was nice in the present, but it only postponed the inevitable blowup when he came back and found out what had been happening in his precious Havenbrook during his absence.

      “Sorry, Rory. Tell me again?”

      With a huff and an eye roll, Rory held out the white and white paint samples in front of Willow’s face. “I’m repaintin’ the study.”

      “Didn’t you just do that a couple months ago?”

      Rory lifted a single, perfectly groomed eyebrow. “Yes, I did. But I don’t like it. It’s too dark for the space, closes it in. I want to go light this time, with pops of color in the accent pieces instead. I’m thinkin’ crimson and teal.” She waved the paint sample Willow had picked in her face. “So, do you think this one is too yellow for that?”

      She shouldn’t have been surprised at Rory’s whim when it came to redecorating her house. Sean, Rory’s husband, worked as an attorney at his daddy’s firm, which meant long hours for him and even longer hours for Rory at home taking care of their two daughters all by herself. Willow didn’t know the ins and outs of their marriage—Rory wasn’t one to discuss that kind of thing, so Willow didn’t push—but it seemed to her Sean didn’t put up a fuss at the constant changes Rory made because she didn’t put up a fuss when he had to work late for the sixth night in a row.

      “No, I don’t think it’s too yellow,” Willow said, though she still hadn’t more than glanced at the samples.

      “Hmm…” Rory turned around, moving to the different light sources the hardware store offered to see the variances in color. “I’m just not sure.”

      Willow plucked a deep blue sample from the display. The shade would be perfect if she painted an ocean scene at sunset. “So Sean’s workin’ late again?”

      “Mm-hmm.”

      “He seems to be doin’ that a lot lately. He workin’ on a new case?”

      “You know his daddy trusts him the most, Will. Doesn’t like any of the other attorneys to help him with his cases, which means long hours for Sean.” Rory’s response came out sharper than usual, an undercurrent in her tone that had Willow glancing up. But before Willow could question her on it, Rory’s smile was back in place.

      “Did you hear about what happened to Brenda Nokes?” Rory asked, her eyebrows raised.

      “Can’t say I have.” Willow replaced the blue sample and grabbed something in a light orange—perfect for the glow of the sun.

      “It’s a shame, just a shame. She caught Bill with Susanna Jenkins! Can you believe that? Poor thing, her husband and her best friend.” Rory tutted, shaking her head. “According to Edna, she’s not leavin’ him either. They’re gonna try to work it out.”

      “That’s good, I guess.”

      “Good?” Rory laughed humorlessly. “I wouldn’t say there’s anything good about the situation. Can you imagine havin’ to decide between divorcing or sticking it out with a man who wants someone else? Bless her heart, I just feel so bad for her.”

      Despite being a gossipmonger, Rory’s sympathy was genuine. Without letting Willow get a word in, she continued, “At least they don’t need to worry about people talkin’ for long. All the commotion around it’ll die down in a bit. Honestly, all anyone can talk about is the Thomas boys anyway.” She looked at Willow over her shoulder. “Did you get my voice mail about them moving in to that little apartment over their building? No one’s been able to figure out if it’s permanent or temporary. But heavens, can you imagine the Thomas boys living here again?”

      Rory laughed, shaking her head as if the idea were preposterous. As if Willow hadn’t been imagining that very thing since she’d been swept off her feet by a kiss that definitely shouldn’t have happened. “I haven’t had a chance to swing by yet, but I’m plannin’ to. Just to check in on them, of course. See how they’re doin’ and welcome them back into town. Maybe bring ’em some muffins.”

      Uh-huh. A welcome that came with a side of spying and information mining. Willow saw right through Rory’s bullshit story, but she didn’t call her on it. What was the use? Besides, if Rory’s attention was snagged on something else, maybe she’d stay off Willow’s case for more than a day.

      “Before I can do that, though, I need to figure out which of these I like better…” Rory continued comparing the stark-white and slightly less stark samples, so Willow slipped over to the unoccupied paint counter, leaned against it, and prepared for a long night. The last time she’d agreed to come with Rory, they’d spent three hours in this damn store, most of which had been spent looking at door hooks. Door hooks. Only Rory would put that much effort into perfection.

      After that unforgettable experience, Willow had sworn to herself she’d never come again. And then tonight had happened. She and Mac were supposed to watch their nieces while Rory and Sean went out to dinner. Instead, he’d had to work late, which meant Rory was slated for a night of seclusion. But when she’d dropped the girls off, she’d looked a bit frustrated at her husband’s disappearing act—a crack in a perfect facade. It was so unlike Rory, Willow had taken pity on her and asked if she could come with.

      And now she was bored out of her ever-loving mind, debating the merits of painting a room dove or moonlight. That was what she got for trying to be the nice one. Mac had only waved with glee as Willow and Rory had left. Never mind the fact that she was on the hook as solo caretaker for their seven- and nine-year-old nieces. Apparently, that was far superior to being stuck with their eldest sister for any amount of time.

      Rory was mumbling about cyan versus cerulean throw pillows and which would look better with moonlight when a laugh drew Willow’s attention down the aisle toward a small display of lighting fixtures. Two people stood below an array of ceiling fans, and it took Willow only half a second to realize it was Finn and Nola. The same time the realization hit her, an invisible fist clenched around her stomach and squeezed.

      She hadn’t seen him since their kiss—had done all she could to avoid him, to be honest. If any of them had needed help with something at the building or had questions about a regulation, she’d had Avery run interference. Maybe not her most professional move, but she hadn’t been able to face him just yet. Not when the kiss still had her all jumbled up inside.

      Rory’s nonstop stream of conversation faded into the background while Willow watched Finn and Nola laugh, Finn’s head tossed back and a huge smile on his face. And, yeah, she could say the fist squeezing harder around her insides was just the shock at seeing him when it wasn’t part of her plan. But she’d done an awful lot of lying to herself since he’d come back to town, and she was tired of it.

      As much as she’d tried to avoid it, as much as she’d done whatever she could to believe something else, there was no getting around it. She was attracted to Finn. Desperately. Her mouth tingled as she remembered how he’d pressed her up against the wall, had slipped his tongue between her lips and feasted on her like she was the best thing he’d tasted in years. And now? Seeing him laughing and so comfortable with another girl kicked her straight in the heart, jealousy seeping out of her pores. Which didn’t make any sense. She’d never been jealous a day in her life, so why the hell would it start now when she wasn’t even with Finn?

      “All right, I think I decided on moonlight,” Rory said, stepping up next to Willow. “What’s got your attention?”

      Before Willow could straighten and look in the opposite direction of where Finn and Nola stood, her sister turned and glanced down the aisle. Rory’s eyes narrowed when she saw who stood there, and she hummed low in her throat. Her gaze was calculating, which meant Willow had about three seconds to get her sister out of the store before Rory did something that would no doubt humiliate her.

      “Are you about ready?” Willow asked, keeping her voice quiet as she pushed away from the counter.

      “Not quite.” Rory grabbed Willow’s hand and dragged her down the aisle, closer to Finn and Nola. “Need to get some new paintbrushes too. What do you think of these, Will?” she asked, far louder than she needed to.

      At the sound of Willow’s name, Finn’s head snapped up, his laughter cutting off. He looked in their direction, a slow smile spreading across his lips when he caught sight of her. Lord, why did that make her stomach flip?

      And, damn, now he was coming toward them, Nola at his side, and the single tumble of Willow’s stomach turned into a series of somersaults with no end in sight.

      “Rory,” Finn said with a nod. “Good to see you. How’re things?”

      Finn might’ve asked the question of Rory, but his eyes strayed almost immediately to Willow. And then he did a slow sweep of her from head to toe while Rory went on about everything amazing that was going on in her life—two kids on the honor roll, heading up the PTA, the multitude of fundraisers she’d done for Havenbrook residents in need, her husband being promoted to partner in the firm. It all blurred into background noise as Willow’s body heated up simply from Finn’s gaze. The way he allowed his eyes to trace over every curve of her was as good as a caress on her naked body. Everything tightened, her nipples going stiff and the warmth in her lower belly spreading until it was all she could focus on.

      “But enough about me,” Rory said, placing a hand on his forearm. “I heard y’all bought the old soda fountain. Gettin’ it all fixed up?”

      Finn finally dragged his eyes away from Willow and glanced at her sister. “We’re tryin’. Between the three of us, we’ll be lucky if it doesn’t look like a flea market in there, though.”

      “Oh? What’re y’all thinkin’?”

      Nola shrugged. “We’re still a little fuzzy on the details. We just know we don’t want a typical honky-tonk vibe. Maybe something with an industrial flair instead?” She pulled out her phone and turned it to face Rory and Willow, showcasing a few pictures she had stored. “We were thinkin’ something like this.”

      “Together?” Rory asked, her voice laced with horror. “Oh no, honey. No.” Rory shook her head as she plucked the phone from Nola’s fingers and swiped through the images. “Now I know this is y’all’s baby, but I just wouldn’t be a good neighbor if I didn’t offer a few suggestions, now would I?” Rory’s eyes were alight with excitement, no doubt over telling someone—anyone—what to do. She grabbed Nola’s wrist and led her down the aisle back toward the lighting. “What I’d suggest is—”

      Willow stopped listening then, because Finn stepped closer to her, choosing to stay with her rather than listen to Rory give a play-by-play of what they needed in the bar. He leaned a shoulder against the shelves at her back, curving his body toward her and bringing him far closer than was a good idea.

      “Fancy meetin’ you here,” he said.

      She slid him a look out of the corner of her eye, trying not to be affected by the warmth swirling in his gaze. Trying and failing. “If you’re not careful, I’m gonna start thinkin’ you’re following me.”

      He smiled then, the sight nearly knocking Willow on her ass. “If I were following you, we’d run into each other a helluva lot more than we have been.” He reached out, tucking a strand of hair behind her ear. Why did that tiny, innocent touch have her body lighting up? “I guess I’ve just been lucky these past few days.”

      Willow swallowed, attempting to maintain the facade of calm, when inside, she felt like she was on fire. “Is that what you’d call it?”

      Once again, he let his eyes drop to take in every inch of her. And those eyes? They heated until there was no doubt in her mind he was mentally undressing her, imagining what every inch of her would look like bare. “Yeah, Willowtree,” he said, his voice deep and rough, just a whisper in the space between them. “I call it damn lucky.”

      She swallowed. Tried to get her breathing under control. Failed miserably. “Quit lookin’ at me like that.”

      “Like what?” he asked with a smile.

      “Like that.”

      He leaned closer, dropped his voice even more. “Like I’m picturing what would’ve happened if I hadn’t walked away the other night? If I’d been able to get you out of your shirt? See what you’ve got hiding under all these layers? Can’t say I’ve stopped thinkin’ about it. This is just the first time you’ve been present for it.”

      “Finn…” She tried to make it come out as an admonishment, scold him for being inappropriate, but instead, it came out breathless. Like a plea for more. Her entire body warmed, her cheeks growing hot, and there was no doubt in her mind everything was written all over her face.

      She finally let herself meet his eyes, only to find his even more heated than before. Like it was taking all his strength not to grab her by the ass and hoist her up so she’d be wrapped around his hips—to hell if they were in a public place or not.

      “It’s nice to see your cheeks get red for somethin’ other than you being pissed at me,” he said, running the back of a finger down her warm skin. “Though I don’t mind that either. As long as you’re talkin’ to me, I’ll take what I can get.”

      His acknowledgment of her arousal only made the heat bloom more. She darted her eyes around him to where Rory and Nola stood, their attention focused on the lighting offered, paying her and Finn no mind. But all it would take was once glance in their direction, and Rory would see everything. And she would never, ever let Willow live it down.

      Finn looked over his shoulder to where Willow’s eyes were fixed, then he circled her wrist with two fingers and tugged her around the corner into an empty aisle. And, dammit, but that was both better and worse. She wanted to be in a crowded store, surrounded by people, as much as she wanted it to be just the two of them, hidden and tucked away where they could do anything they wanted.

      And, Lord, did she want. No more lying to herself. Which meant she didn’t trust herself around him. It was that simple. She’d proven time and time again she couldn’t be trusted in his company, and the longer she was in it, the higher the probability she’d do something totally out of character for her. Something her sister—the sister who stood only an aisle over—would have a conniption over. Something she’d hold over Willow’s head for eternity, right after sharing it with their daddy.

      But Willow forgot about all that when Finn tugged her to him, sliding an arm around her to press against the small of her back. He didn’t stop until their fronts were flush, an intimate touch that was absolutely inappropriate for the middle of the hardware store…and for two people who weren’t a couple.

      And yet Willow didn’t push him away. With hands resting against his chest, she stood stock-still and stared up at him. His lips curved into the tiniest smile before he leaned down, bringing his face closer to hers. She panted—there was no other word for it. Her breaths came shallow and fast, her fingers curling into the material of the T-shirt covering all that muscled goodness Finn hid under his clothes.

      He was going to kiss her again.

      And…she was going to let him. She wanted that kiss more than her next breath, wanted to feel those warm lips of his against hers, wanted the sinful slide of his tongue along her own. He was so close, she could nearly taste the sweet tang of his tongue. But instead of pressing his mouth to hers, he brushed his lips across her cheek before nuzzling her neck as he inhaled deeply. She went boneless, certain the only thing holding her up was his arm around her, solid and sure.

      Against her ear, he whispered, “You ready to stop ignorin’ what’s between us?” He pressed a light kiss on that heavenly place behind her ear—the one he’d learned at eighteen was her weakness. “Because I am. I’m here and ready whenever you are. I’ve thought about that kiss every damn second since it happened. Played it out a hundred different ways, and they all end the same, Willowtree. With me inside you.”

      The floor might as well have vanished beneath her, the aisle of decorative hardware surrounding her fading into nothing as she did the only thing she could. She clung to him. She gripped his shirt in her fingers, and he tightened his arm around her in response, holding her up and against him. They were as close as they could be in public, every hard inch of him pressing against her, and yet it wasn’t enough. She wanted more. Despite knowing better, despite everything that’d happened between them, she wanted more.

      “Will?” Rory called out from the other aisle, making Willow jump, the trance broken.

      After another kiss behind her ear and a deep inhale, Finn stepped back. His eyes were heavy, his lips parted, and she couldn’t stop herself from dropping her gaze to the front of his jeans where his arousal was clear as day as it strained against the denim. For her.

      “I have to go.”

      He nodded once, just a slow dip of his chin, his eyes never leaving hers. Reaching up, he ran his thumb over her bottom lip. “Anytime, Willowtree,” he said, his voice low and gritty as he dropped his hand and stepped back from her. “Remember that. Anytime.”

      And then he turned and walked away, down the aisle and around the corner before Rory and Nola could find them together. All Willow could do was stare at his retreating form.

      Stare and daydream about what it’d be like if she actually gave in.
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      Willow had slept like shit the night before, her body overheated and her dreams a constant reel of what’d happened yesterday in the hardware store. At three a.m., she’d been desperate, having jolted herself from yet another dream before she could climax, and slipped her fingers into her panties to get herself off. And though she had finally gotten relief, that relief had come to thoughts of Finn—something she hadn’t done in years. Worse, though, was that she’d woken for the day with him still on her mind, the images she’d used of the two of them together as she’d made herself come popping up at the most inopportune times.

      Like while she was at work.

      She sorted the papers on her desk, trying to get her mind on her schedule for the day instead what Finn’s body would look like now that he’d fully developed into a man. She’d gotten a glimpse of it at Ty’s house, but she wanted to see more. Wanted to feel more. She had about a hundred fifty-seven things to tend to before her daddy got back tomorrow, and not one of them was Finn’s dick, which kept flitting through her mind despite her attempts to block it.

      “Hey, girl,” Avery said as she strolled into the outer office. She powered on her computer and tucked her purse away. “I’ll be right in.”

      Good. Maybe having her best friend in her office would stop Willow from picturing herself tracing the willow tree tattoo on Finn’s side…with her tongue.

      “Since you’re here, I’ll assume you didn’t commit a felony against Rory last night.” Avery sat in the chair across from Willow, prepared for their daily morning meeting with a pen and pad of paper in hand. “What did—” She cut off when she finally glanced up at Willow. “What’s happening? What’s going on here?”

      Shit. Avery was too observant for her good. Or for Willow’s good anyway.

      Willow shifted in her seat, figuring playing dumb was her safest bet. “What do you mean?”

      “I mean, what’s with your face?” Avery gestured in Willow’s general vicinity.

      “Um…I tried a new blush this morning?”

      Avery snorted then pointed her pen at Willow. “Bullshit. Something happened.” She gasped and leaned forward, resting her elbows on Willow’s desk. “With Finn?”

      “No, not with Finn.” Willow avoided Avery’s narrowed gaze until she’d bounced her eyes onto every flat surface in her office. When Willow glanced back at her, Avery’s eyebrow was raised in silent judgment. “Okay, fine. Yes, with Finn.”

      “Holy sh—”

      Willow held up her hand. “But it’s not a big deal.”

      “‘Not a big deal’, just like when he dry-humped you on the dance floor at Ropers? Or ‘not a big deal’ like when he kissed you within an inch of your life at Ty’s?”

      Dammit, why did she keep getting into these situations with him?

      “Neither, okay?” Willow said. “It was neither. It was just…” She blew out a deep breath and closed her eyes. “I don’t know what the hell is goin’ on. I’d like to say it’s all physical—”

      Avery shot forward. “How physical?”

      “Would you gimme a damn minute?”

      “Right, sorry.” Avery made a continue gesture. “Go on.”

      “I’d write it off as just this crazy physical pull between us, but then this mornin’, this got delivered.” She pulled the package from her drawer, showing it to Avery.

      “Paints?” Avery furrowed her brow. “I’m not following.”

      “They’re the same brand I used to use…back in high school.”

      “Okay…?”

      “I didn’t order them. They’re from Finn.”

      Avery’s eyes widened. “Ohhhh.”

      There hadn’t been a note in the box, but there hadn’t needed to be. She’d known from the second she’d opened it they’d been from him, and it’d thrown her right back to ten years prior when he’d done the same thing. He’d worked hard to help his momma pay the bills and didn’t have extra to buy a soda, let alone the expensive paints Willow had preferred. But when her daddy’d told her he was done footing the bill for her “frivolous junk,” Finn had used his hard-earned money just to make her happy, sending them to her when hers had almost been out.

      Willow shook her head. “I just…I don’t know what it means. It’s not even about the paints, exactly. I’m just not sure—”

      “Will!” a voice boomed from the hallway.

      The two of them froze, eyes wide as they stared at each other for half a second before Willow’s eyelids slid shut, a long exhale leaving her. Because of course her daddy would come home early and unannounced. That meant one of two things. Either her momma was sick—and considering Willow had just talked to her yesterday afternoon, that wasn’t likely—or he’d heard about the Thomas boys’ plans within Havenbrook.

      Richard Haven stomped into the outer office, red-faced and out of breath. Her momma hadn’t mentioned him coming home, and she definitely would have. Which meant this trip back home had been an impromptu flight. If the wrinkles in his clothes were any indication, he’d caught the red-eye in and hadn’t even bothered going home before showing up at town hall.

      “Daddy!” Willow said, forcing herself to smile. “What’re you doing back early?”

      “I think you know damn well why I’m back. My office. Now, young lady.”

      Without waiting for a response—because he knew Willow would follow without hesitation—he turned around and stormed out of Willow’s office suite, disappearing down the hall toward his.

      “Well, this should go well.” Willow pushed away from her desk and stood, smoothing a hand over her hair, then her skirt. As if having a perfect appearance would help talk her daddy off the ledge.

      “I’ll be on standby to run over to The Sweet Spot,” Avery said. “She’s got triple lemon today.”

      “Maybe it won’t be that bad.” Willow slipped around her desk.

      “And maybe I should just go ahead and place an order now…”

      With those encouraging words from her best friend, Willow made the short trek out of her office and across the hall to where her daddy spent most of his days. Normally, he’d be in his inner office, his assistant seated in the outer office. But today, he occupied the main space, pacing from one end to the other.

      This wasn’t going to be pleasant. Still, she plastered on a smile. She could pretend with the best of them, and as far as she was concerned, everything was just peachy around these parts. “How was your trip, Daddy?”

      He stopped as soon as she spoke, spinning around to glare in her direction. “How was my trip? My trip was fine. Finding out about those Thomas boys sullying up my town, on the other hand, was like getting eaten by a wolf and shit out over a cliff.”

      Internally, Willow rolled her eyes at his dramatics. Sullying was a bit strong of a word choice. Finn and Drew had been back for more than a week, and the town hadn’t imploded yet. In fact, other than the mess going on in Willow’s head—and, okay, her panties—not much had changed. Except that more Havenbrook residents now had work.

      King Construction—the company Nash ran with his daddy—employed all kinds of tradespeople. Many of whom had either been traveling to nearby towns for work, or worse, had been out of it entirely. And right now, those people were earning a wage right there in Havenbrook. In a prime location on the square—the last missing piece in an almost revived downtown.

      But there’d be no trying to convince her daddy of that. According to him, Finn Thomas and his brother had trouble written all over them, had from the day they’d been born. No amount of words on Willow’s part would make him change his mind, so she wasn’t going to try.

      Instead, she said, “I’d hoped you’d be able to enjoy your conference before comin’ home to that news.”

      “You didn’t think it was pertinent information for the mayor to have? Sometimes I wonder what goes through that mind of yours…” He shook his head while Willow bit her tongue.

      Deep breaths, in and out. Right then was not the time to get into it. What she needed to do was smooth his ruffled feathers, and then attack her mile-long to-do list. She’d planned to have the Fourth of July signage done up and posted before he’d gotten back, and that plan was now shot to hell. Plus, she needed to tend to the empty planters since Miss Clementine broke her hip and hadn’t been able to fulfill her landscaping committee duties. Willow only hoped he was too preoccupied to notice. She wasn’t sure she’d be able to keep biting her tongue if she got ripped into for that too.

      He stepped closer to her, his mouth set in a tight line. Her daddy wasn’t a tall man—well under six feet—but his presence filled up a room. Whether it was with jovial banter or scathing looks, the effect was the same: it was damn near impossible to ignore Richard Haven when in his company.

      “What’s this I hear about you helpin’ get the paperwork all done up for those boys?” He sneered the word, as if he were talking about some rebellious teenagers and not nearly thirty-year-old men who were now business owners.

      And she had no idea how to answer that question. Of course she’d been helping them. It was her job to help with paperwork, answer any questions new business owners had, and guide them through regulations, Thomas boys or not. And if she hadn’t done her job, her daddy wouldn’t have had any problem at all holding it over her head. Damned if she did, damned if she didn’t, just like always.

      She kept the smile on her face, though it felt brittle. “That’s my job, Daddy.”

      “Your job is to make sure the mayor looks good. That’s why I went against my instincts and hired you instead of Jeff, figuring you’d at least make sure the Haven name wasn’t dragged through the mud.” He huffed, smoothing a hand down his loosened tie, doing nothing to help the wrinkled shirt underneath. “You think having a bar in a prime location in the square shines a positive light on me and this town?”

      Yes, as a matter of fact, she did. Willow’d had Avery pull some numbers over the past week in preparation for having this exact conversation with her daddy, comparing Havenbrook’s information to the demographics of Parkersville, the next biggest town over. She’d hoped showing him the information in black and white would help calm him. But even if she’d had it ready and with her now, it wouldn’t have mattered. She’d underestimated just how pissed off he’d be.

      There was no denying the truth, though: the bar was the breath of fresh air their dying town needed. Havenbrook was hemorrhaging residents, mostly of the younger generation, fewer and fewer of Willow’s classmates or surrounding years’ sticking around in a dead-end town with nothing keeping them there. And it was because they could get the same small-town feel with added benefits not far away. Why wouldn’t they go? She wanted to stop that if she could, and she had a feeling this was a good step in the right direction.

      This town was in her family’s blood, and she loved it with all of her being. She loved the people who cared without question—even if they did get into her business more than she’d like—and she loved that she knew the story of every historical landmark in the square, and she loved that she couldn’t go to the grocery store without running into at least one person who wanted to ask about her day. She didn’t want Havenbrook to be perfect like her daddy did; she wanted it to thrive.

      She wasn’t naïve enough to think a single bar could do that, but it could go a long way in making sure the residents stuck around instead of spending their time and money in another county. Now, when they wanted a drink after work, they’d head into the square to get it. The bar would make money, and the trio of owners would pay their taxes, thus bringing in more revenue for Havenbrook. It was a win-win for them, even if her daddy couldn’t see it just yet.

      But he was blind to things like that, too stuck in his ways to believe things were changing. If they didn’t change along with them, the town that was their namesake would continue to shrivel until it was just a forgotten dot on the map. She wasn’t going to let that happen, even if that meant standing up for the bar coming into town, standing up for Finn. Even if that meant pushing back with her daddy.

      She took a deep breath and squared her shoulders. “First of all, you hired me because I was better qualified for the job. Jeff is a janitor at the elementary school, and I’m sure he does a fantastic job there. But to have you say he would’ve handled this position better than me is insulting.”

      She wanted to say more, wanted to tell him she’d worked her ass off for him and this town for the past five years. And she’d done a damn good job of it. Would it hurt him to recognize that? But she had more pressing issues right then. “And I think having a thriving business bringing in both revenue and jobs—not to mention giving us an increase in taxes for things like new parks and better roads—is a good thing for the mayor, but more importantly for the town. No matter what the business is.”

      Her daddy jerked his head back, eyes wide. Probably because Willow could count on one hand the number of times she’d stood up to him, and most of them had been during her teenage years. He narrowed his eyes, his jaw going tight. “You know damn well I don’t like that kind of business. Or that boy.”

      Understatement of the century. He’d tried to keep them apart when they’d been teenagers, though he hadn’t quite managed. Even if he’d done everything in his power to keep them from seeing each other, she and Finn had worked at the same place, and her daddy hadn’t been able to stop that, no matter how powerful he was.

      “That may be the case,” she said, “but they’ve done everything above board. Went through the right paths, secured all the proper permits, even verified with the historical society about the items they’ll need to be careful on to follow regulation. They’re doing everything properly, Daddy.”

      She waited for him to argue more, but he only stared at her for a moment, his face getting redder, before he grunted.

      “Now that I’m here, I might as well get to work.”

      “Don’t you wanna go home and change?”

      “Apparently, I don’t have time since it looks like you didn’t do much of anything while I was gone. Spend all your time paintin’ your nails or what? Those damn toys from Tina’s day care were all over the side parking lot, not put away like they’re supposed to be. The tables at the cafe are blocking the sidewalks again. And for God’s sake, when the hell are those planters gonna get filled? I thought that was supposed to be completed this week? If you don’t get it done, I’ll get someone in here who will.” With that, he turned around and shuffled into his office, slamming the door behind him and dismissing her without so much as a word.

      Willow stood there for a solid three minutes, staring at the dark wood of the door her daddy had shut between them, her hands clenched at her sides. It was getting more and more painful to bite her tongue around him. But she’d been raised with the knowledge that their family was as close to royalty as Havenbrook was ever going to get, her great-great-great-granddad founding it in 1867. Because of that, all four girls had been raised knowing there was an invisible line they needed to toe. And they were, under no circumstances, allowed to back talk their daddy—in public or private.

      After twenty-eight years, it was ingrained deeply in Willow’s psyche. But every time he said something like that, belittling her and cutting her down to size, she got a little more pissed.

      And a little more determined to prove him wrong.

      With a fire burning under her skin, she turned and stalked toward her office, stopping short when she got into the hallway to find she wasn’t alone.

      “Finn,” she said, breathless. She glanced back toward her daddy’s office, then at Finn’s face—the tightness of his jaw, the rigid set of his shoulders. There was no doubt in her mind he’d heard what her daddy had said—she just didn’t know how much. “What can I help you with?” she asked, polite smile in place.

      What she desperately wanted to do was sweep her eyes down his body, take in the clothes he wore, decide if she liked them better or worse than what he’d been wearing last night. But she couldn’t focus on holding it together in the face of her father’s cutting-down if she got distracted by all of Finn’s…Finn-ness.

      “I see nothin’ much has changed with your daddy. Still as much of a dick as his name implies.” His response should’ve surprised her, but it didn’t. The hate between the two certainly wasn’t one-sided and had never been, and it apparently hadn’t waned with time.

      “Did you have a question about somethin’?” she asked, walking toward her office. The last thing she needed today was to have her daddy come flying out and get a look at Finn. That was an interaction she wanted to postpone as long as humanly possible.

      “Yeah.” He stepped close to her, closer than was appropriate for two business associates. Reaching out, he tucked a piece of hair behind her ear, let his finger drop to the side of her neck, resting against her pulse point. “I wanted to see if you got the delivery.”

      Her shoulders relaxed a fraction of an inch, the dormant butterflies in her stomach once again swirling to life when she thought about what the gift meant. Was he trying to tell her he hadn’t forgotten about her, about back then? Or that he was disappointed she hadn’t fulfilled her promise to go to art school? But that was a can of worms she couldn’t afford to open right now. Instead, she said, “I did. Thank you.”

      “You still use that brand?”

      Given he went out of his way to get them for her, she didn’t have the heart to tell him no, so she just bit her lip and kept quiet.

      He smiled, though there was still tension in his body. “Always so polite, aren’t you? That hasn’t changed.” His jaw ticked as he glanced toward her daddy’s office. “Is that why you let him talk to you that way? You deserve better than that.”

      She shrugged. “You know that’s just how Daddy is.”

      “That doesn’t mean—”

      “Did you need anything else, Finn? If you heard him, I’m sure you know I’ve got a busy day, so I should get to it.” She pasted on a fake smile, hoping like hell he bought it—or at least pretended to for her sake.

      Finn looked like he wanted to say something, but instead, he clenched his jaw and inhaled deeply through his nose. He gave a quick shake of his head and dropped his hand from her neck. “Nothin’ that can’t wait.”

      “If you’re sure.” But Willow didn’t wait for him to respond. Instead, she ducked her head and stepped around him, straight into her office where she had twelve hours of work she somehow had to stuff into seven.
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      Finn wasn’t sure he’d ever hated another human being as much as he hated Richard Haven. The man was everything Finn despised in a person—arrogant, pushy, narrow-minded, rude. And he’d been that way as long as Finn could remember. It’d been different then, though. Back when he’d been just a teenager, someone good ol’ Dick could use his powers to intimidate and persuade and push exactly where he wanted.

      It’d been a long time since anyone had been able to do that to Finn. Come to think of it, it’d been since the day he’d left Havenbrook behind. When Dick had made sure Finn had no choice but to leave, he’d sworn he’d never allow someone to do that to him again.

      He only wished Willow could say the same.

      It’d about killed him to hear her daddy talk to her like that. Finn had stood in the hallway, fists clenched, body nearly vibrating with the urge to do something. To step in and intervene. To tell Dick to fuck off once and for all. But if he knew Willow at all, he was certain she’d hate that.

      His original intention had simply been to stop by and see if she wanted to grab lunch. See if his little talk at the hardware store had had any effect on her at all. Because it sure as hell had on him. Truth was, since he’d put it all out there, hoping she’d see things his way, he couldn’t stop the runaway train known as his desires. He wanted her, with a single-minded focus. What he should’ve been spending his hours concentrating on was getting the bar up and running, not on the probability of getting another kiss from Willow.

      But knowing with complete certainty she felt this pull too, that there was a possibility she’d give him another chance? Well, he couldn’t think about anything else. And he’d be damned if he left again without giving this everything he had. Without giving them another shot. He couldn’t live with the what-ifs for the rest of his life if he didn’t.

      “You gonna stand by the window all night like a goddamn creeper, or what?” Drew asked as he strolled out of his bedroom, tossing his keys in the air before catching them.

      “She’s been out there all damn day.”

      “Just doin’ her job.”

      “I can almost guarantee planting fresh flowers isn’t in her job description.” Finn looked out the window again, finding Willow across the square at the cafe, attempting to shuffle the heavy wrought-iron furniture into some semblance of order. No doubt on her daddy’s command.

      “Yeah, well, her daddy’s an asshole,” Drew said. “Never did think a woman was good for much else than cookin’ and makin’ babies. He’s probably made Willow sorry every single day that she took that job.”

      “I don’t doubt it.”

      Drew clapped Finn on the shoulder, then turned to leave. “Gonna meet Nola at Rudy’s. You wanna come?”

      Go and have a drink while Willow busted her ass for someone who wouldn’t even give her a grunt in thanks? Not if you paid him. “Nah. I’ll see you later.”

      “All right then.”

      The door shut behind Drew, but Finn didn’t take his focus from Willow. She still wore her favored business attire—a slim skirt and sleeveless top, the suit jacket she’d had on that morning tossed over one of the cafe chairs. Those siren red heels she still wore called his name. Her feet must’ve been killing her.

      All day, he’d watched her from inside the bar. Watched as she’d flitted around like a hummingbird, her legs carrying her as fast as they could go. First posting flyers around the square for the annual Fourth of July parade she’d no doubt she worked her ass off to make sure was amazing, then filling all three dozen planters with fresh flowers. As much as he’d wanted to go out there and help with her duties, he knew her well enough to realize she wouldn’t want it—would, in fact, bite off his head for even offering.

      But now, long after he and the rest of the crew had closed shop for the day, she still worked. It was past eight in the evening, which meant she’d been working for nearly twelve hours. Not to mention, she was attempting to heft the heavy, wrought-iron cafe tables where they needed to go, in between wrangling the child-sized playhouses and toys strewn all about from the day care.

      Well, he’d had about enough of that.

      She’d probably give him a piece of her mind for helping, but he couldn’t stand around and watch her bust her ass for another hour when he was perfectly capable of assisting her so she could get it done in fifteen minutes.

      It was quiet on the square when he stepped outside. That was something he’d forgotten about, living in California for so long. At this time of night out there, many people were just starting their evenings. Getting ready to go to supper or out with friends. In Havenbrook? The entire town had been shut down for more than an hour already. If you wanted to go out after seven p.m., you did so in Parkersville. Of course, that’d all change once they opened their doors.

      Willow was completely oblivious to Finn as he strolled across the square. Actually, she was completely oblivious to most everything but the table currently giving her grief. She mumbled under her breath, agitation and frustration etched in every clenched inch of her body.

      Without a word, he went to the other side of the table and hefted his end off the ground. She stumbled a little now that the resistance wasn’t there and stared at him, mouth agape. Jesus, even after a day of manual labor, after running around for twelve hours with barely more than a water break, she was still so gorgeous. Her hair was mussed, strands falling this way and that around her face. Her cheeks were flushed the same gorgeous shade of pink they’d been when he’d told her he’d thought of nothing but being inside her again.

      And now there he stood, lifting one side of an iron table high enough to hide his hard as steel cock.

      “Should I go ahead and move this myself?”

      Willow shook her head then stepped into action, lifting her side of the table. “I didn’t need your help, you know.”

      “I know.” And he did. She’d spent so much of her life proving herself to people it was ingrained now. The thing was, though, she didn’t have to prove anything to Finn. Never had. “Now, where are we movin’ these to?”

      She paused for only the slightest moment before lifting her chin to indicate an area behind Finn. “Daddy wants them out of the pathway, so they need to stay close to the building.”

      He had a hundred different things he wanted to say in regard to what her daddy wanted and exactly how few fucks Finn gave about what Dick desired, but that would only start up a shitstorm between him and Willow, and that wasn’t how he wanted to play this. Not tonight. Not with her.

      They worked quietly for a few minutes, but Finn had been starved for her for so long, the silence didn’t last. “You may not use the same brand of paints anymore, but I’m glad to see you are still painting.”

      Willow’s eyes shot to his, her brow furrowed. “How do you know I still am?”

      He titled his head to the side as they shuffled another table closer to the building. Wasn’t it obvious to every single person who walked through the square that Willow had painted the backdrops on them? He lifted his chin in the direction of one awash in color, a single tree in a green meadow, a rainbow sunset as the backdrop. “Wasn’t too hard to figure out.”

      “It’s been a long time since you’ve seen anything I’ve done. How were you so sure it was mine?”

      He smiled, just a slight curve of his lips. “You think I went even a day when I didn’t think about your touch? Trust me, I can identify every single thing you’ve laid a hand on.”

      She froze for a moment, pausing with the table held a couple inches above ground. Then she shook her head and shuffled forward, her gaze locked on the ground. “That’s quite a claim when you haven’t been here in years. You don’t know me. You knew me, once. Not the real me, though. Only the person I showed to everyone else because I didn’t even know me back then.”

      “You don’t really believe that. I knew you. I saw you. Saw everything you tried so hard to hide from everyone else. I wish you’d let me in again, because then or now, nothing much has changed. You’re still my favorite.”

      She blinked at him, seeming to be at a loss for words. Good, he wanted to crack those walls she’d built up. Wanted to take a wrecking ball and knock them all over.

      She forced out a laugh as she spun around and grabbed the closest chair to move. “Favorite, huh? I don’t know about that. I seem to remember a certain stuffed monkey named Ralph who you absolutely treasured. He even had a better spot next to you on your bed than I did.”

      He didn’t know whether to fall to her feet and hug her or hoot to the heavens. Because try as she might, she hadn’t forgotten about them. About their history or the dumb little things that made them them. It gave him hope like nothing else had.

      Making a big deal of looking around, he shot a worried glance over his shoulder. “Hush now, Willowtree. That’s supposed to be just between us.”

      She pressed her lips together, clearly trying to rein in a smile, but it didn’t matter that her lips never curved. The laughter sparkled in her eyes.

      And he couldn’t stay away anymore.

      Not stopping until he was close enough to touch her, he did just that, tracing his finger from her temple down her jaw. “We had a lot of things just between us, didn’t we?”

      Her eyes connected with his, and for the first time since he’d been back, they were open and honest—like a wall had been knocked down right before his eyes. She seemed to realize it too because she turned away, freeing herself from his gaze. “I wouldn’t recall. So long ago and all. You understand.”

      Oh, he understood, all right. Understood she was fighting like hell to keep those walls up. Well too damn bad. He’d knocked one down, and he wasn’t going to let her build it back up. Not if he had anything to say about it.

      Finn slipped his hands in his jeans pockets and sidled up to her as she walked toward her discarded suit jacket. “Were you able to grab anything to eat while you were workin’ down here all day?”

      She slid him a glance out of the corner of her eye, the apprehension he would’ve found yesterday thankfully absent. “You been watchin’ me, Finn?”

      Dipping his chin in acknowledgment, he met her stare. “Every chance I get. Don’t ever want to take my eyes off you, Willowtree.”

      The air crackled between them, and there was no doubt she felt it too. Not with how her lips parted, her breaths coming quick and shallow. Under the guise of grabbing her blazer, she dropped her gaze and draped the fabric over her arm. “Not yet. Hopefully Mac saved me some of whatever she made for dinner tonight.”

      “And if she didn’t?”

      She shrugged. “Then I guess it’s microwave popcorn to the rescue.”

      The thought of her surviving on microwave popcorn after all she’d done today didn’t sit well with him. Not at all. “Or you could come up to my place and I could whip up a couple of your favorites.”

      He could see the war going on behind her eyes, could see how much she was fighting with herself over her answer. He’d be damned if he made it easy for her to say no. “And, yes, I still remember the recipe—thin sliced bananas stacked on a generous portion of peanut butter with a drizzle of honey. And it just so happens I picked up a fresh loaf of bread today at the store.”

      She heaved out a sigh, shifting from foot to foot as if the pain had finally begun to register. “I have peanut butter and bread at home, Finn.”

      “I’m sure you do. But you don’t have a Finn at home to make it for you.” He reached out and slipped her jacket from her arm before draping it over his own. “Come on, Willowtree. After the day you had, let me make you a sandwich.”

      Glancing across the square to their new building, she bit her lip. “But Drew—”

      “Is out with Nola. He’ll be gone for hours.”

      “I don’t know…”

      “It’s just a sandwich.” The look she gave him said he wasn’t pulling off that lie. It wasn’t just a sandwich, and they both knew. “Okay, it’s just a sandwich if that’s all you want it to be.”

      She stared at him for the longest minute of his life until finally she dipped her chin in acquiescence. He couldn’t stop the grin from spreading across his face, so fucking thankful he was making progress with her. He didn’t know if it was because she was too tired to argue, if the thought of trekking home was too much to take, or if it was him…them. Honestly, he didn’t care as long as it bought him more time with her.

      He put his back to her and bent into a crouch. “Hop on.” Glancing back in time to see her horrified expression, he laughed. “Hurry up, I wanna get you fed.”

      “I am not getting on your back, Finn. For one thing, I’m in a skirt. For another, I’m not twelve.”

      He raised an eyebrow as he stared at her over his shoulder. “Pretty sure we used to do this when you were eighteen, not twelve.”

      “Yeah, well, I’m not eighteen, either.”

      “No, you’re not. But what you are is tired.” He stood and tossed her jacket over his shoulder, then bent and scooped her right off the ground and into his arms.

      Willow gasped, her hand flying to the back of his neck to hold on. “Griffin Reilly, you put me down right this second!”

      “What the hell is with everyone middle-naming me lately?” he asked as he took off toward his building. He tried not to think about how amazing she felt, how even after all this time, she still fit him like they were meant to join together. Like they were pieces of the same puzzle. And puzzle pieces, no matter how long had passed since they’d been put together, still linked seamlessly.

      “Well, maybe you shouldn’t act like a Neanderthal and you wouldn’t get middle-named.”

      “How is me wanting to save you from how much pain you’re in being a Neanderthal?”

      By degrees, she began relaxing in his arms the closer he got to his building until she was nearly boneless, her fingers tracing small, subtle patterns on the back of his neck. He wasn’t even sure she was aware she was doing it, but he was. And his cock definitely was.

      “Who said anything about being in pain?”

      “Don’t insult me, Willowtree. Even though it’s been a while, I still know you better than most. And I know those two lines between your brows mean you’re in some kind of pain. With how you were shifting on your feet, I assumed it was those god-awful—but really damn hot—shoes.”

      She lifted one leg and glanced down at her red heels with a sigh. “They’re my favorite, but they certainly aren’t conducive to ten hours of manual labor.”

      “Why didn’t you go home and change?” He shifted her enough to open the front door, then strode toward the back stairs.

      “Honestly, Finn, I can walk.” She clamped her mouth shut at the look he shot her. “And I didn’t go home and change because you know Daddy. No sense in giving him any more ammunition than he already has.”

      Ammunition, his ass. Anyone else in Willow’s job wouldn’t have been able to pull off half of what she had. He was absolutely certain of it. He had to clench his teeth and force himself not to say anything about what, exactly, he thought of her asshole daddy. Finn wasn’t going to open that can of worms, not now that he actually had Willow in his arms. Now that she was talking to him and not biting his head off.

      Once inside his apartment, he strode straight to the couch and sat down with her in his lap.

      “What—” Before she could finish her question, he slipped off her shoes, then pressed his thumb into the arch of one foot, rubbing in soft circles as he kneaded the tension away. “Oh Lord…” The words left her on a sigh. She tilted her head back, her eyes fluttering closed as she let out a moan.

      And just like that, he went from half-mast to hard as fucking granite beneath her. She was perched directly on top of his cock, and there was no way she couldn’t feel it. No way she didn’t know exactly how much he wanted her. Though, that wasn’t anything new. He’d made that clear at Ty’s house and then at the hardware store. And now, if she gave him the chance, he’d make it crystal clear to her right there on his couch.

      “Feel good?” His voice came out gravelly, the sound just a rough whisper between them.

      There must’ve been something in his tone, because she lifted her head, her eyelids fluttering open so she could look at him. She met his gaze. And, Jesus, she was the most gorgeous thing he’d ever seen. He wanted to spend an hour just reacquainting himself with her lips. Wanted to spend an hour on every inch of her body, just to make sure he didn’t miss anything new. Just to make sure he was as well acquainted with her now as he’d once been.

      “We shouldn’t be doin’ this.” But her hands didn’t listen to her mouth as she reached out and traced his lips, scraped her nails through the scruff covering his jaw.

      “I disagree. We should absolutely be doin’ this.”

      “Everyone—”

      “I don’t give a single shit about everyone. I only care about you and me. You already know where I’m at with this. What I’m feeling.” He slid his hand up from her foot, trailing his fingers along the curve of her calf muscle, kneading along the way. “Now I just need to know how you feel about it, Willowtree. So tell me what you want. You wanna try this thing with me? See if we’ve still got that spark?”

      They didn’t need to see anything. The truth was there, glaring as bright as a flashing neon sign. He knew it. She knew it. He just had to wait for her to admit it.

      And then the fun could start.
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      Oh Lord, what a day this had been. Willow had spent too many hours doing busywork just to please her daddy when she had about two dozen more pressing issues that still sat piled on her desk. Everything she’d had on her to-do list for the Fourth of July parade had been shoved to the back burner simply so she could tend to the issues her daddy thought were more important.

      So she’d done everything no one else could be counted on to do. Her normal quitting time came and went, and yet she’d pushed on for hours. Hadn’t even had time for more than a package of cheese crackers from the vending machine and a bottle of water.

      And then Finn had happened.

      She’d been struggling with those godforsaken tables that weighed a hundred pounds, and he’d come strolling along, calm as you please and looking like sex on legs. After the day she’d had, was it any wonder she hadn’t put up much of a fight when he’d helped her, made her melt with his words, then hefted her right into his arms and carried her toward a gourmet dinner of peanut butter and banana sandwiches, like some kind of modern-day Prince Charming?

      Willow had never needed a man to save her. Had, in fact, prided herself on being self-sufficient, if for nothing else than a passive aggressive jab at her daddy. But after twenty-eight years of being the only one she relied on, she couldn’t deny it was nice to just…be. Couldn’t deny it was sort of lovely having someone else want to take care of her. And not just want to, but actually push to be able to do so.

      Which was obviously why she’d allowed Finn to. After the day she’d had, she’d been tired and exhausted and…weak. She’d said yes when she should’ve said no. When she should’ve gone home to her safe little guesthouse on Momma and Daddy’s property and binged on Netflix with Mac or took out her sexual frustration on a new painting instead of into Finn’s apartment where trouble was bound to turn up.

      Trouble like sitting in his lap, being on the receiving end of a near-orgasmic foot rub while his erection pressed into her ass from below. While his breath ghosted over her neck. While simply being that close to him made her ache between her legs, made her clit throb with desire.

      And now he questioned what she wanted? Ha! What she wanted wasn’t good for either one of them, especially her. But Lord, would it feel amazing.

      “The spark between us was never in question, Finn, and you know it.” She rested her hand on his questing fingers hidden below her skirt, stilling them on her inner thigh. He traced microscopic circles on her flesh, heating her up from the inside out. Every inch of her felt that tiny touch. Every inch of her yearned for that same attention.

      While they’d been intimate when they’d been teenagers, they’d only slept together once. And though it had been amazing because they’d been in love, she had no doubt he’d learned a few things in the past ten years. A few things she desperately wanted him to put into practice on her. He’d rock her world, undeniably.

      “I do know it,” he said. With a hand against the small of her back, he pressed her closer. Close enough so he could trail his nose along the curve of her jaw. Close enough to breathe her in before pressing a soft kiss to the space below her ear. “I just wondered if you’d finally accepted it was still there.”

      Accepted it? Of course she had. She wasn’t happy about it, but there was really no getting around it. Their connection was plain as day, from the way her body responded to him to the way his did to her. And after restraining herself a torturous amount since he’d shown up in Havenbrook, she wasn’t quite sure she wanted to ignore it anymore.

      When they’d been younger, she’d always felt a sort of imbalance between them. He’d been more experienced, the bad boy of Havenbrook, while she’d been a good little Haven girl. And though he’d certainly never taken advantage of her or coerced her in any way, there was no denying he’d always been the one in the driver’s seat while she’d simply been along for the ride.

      And then he’d left, leaving her crumbling in his wake.

      But now… Now, she held every ounce of power in this…whatever this was between them. Even though it wasn’t the best reason to start something with him, she couldn’t deny she sort of loved it. Loved that this thing would stop or continue based on only a single word from her lips.

      And, maybe, after so long of pleasing everyone else, it was finally time she did something selfish. Something just for herself. Something she absolutely, without doubt, should not be doing.

      The thought sent her stomach tumbling, but she swallowed down her nerves and lifted the pressure she’d used to still his hand. Guided his seeking fingers farther up her leg and deeper under her skirt. “There was never any denying it back then, and there certainly isn’t any denying it now.”

      He sucked in a breath, the ridge of his cock beneath her seeming to grow even harder. His eyes were molten as he stared at her, his fingers at her back clenched tight against her skin while the ones on her thigh were soft. Careful. Tentative. His voice, when he spoke, was low and deep. Raspy. Raw. “Be sure, Willowtree.”

      Sure? She wasn’t sure about a single thing other than the fact that if she didn’t feel his hands on her, if he didn’t use his fingers to make her come, she’d die. So with a subtle dip of her chin, she sealed their fate.

      He dropped his head to her shoulder on a groan and guided his fingers up her thigh until he met the damp fabric of her panties. “Jesus, you’re wet. You want my fingers, sweetness, or do you want my tongue? Can’t say I haven’t been dreamin’ about tasting your pussy again. Every damn night.”

      With each word that left his mouth, he kept his touch featherlight. Teasing her until she couldn’t take it anymore. Until every inch of her ached with want and she was desperate to feel his fingers on her with nothing separating them.

      “Anything…” she panted. “Anything.”

      Finn scraped his teeth down the column of her neck, eliciting a shudder from her. “Careful, I might just take you up on that.”

      Heaven help her, she hoped so.

      She gripped his shirt with one hand, the back of his head with the other as he finally, finally pushed her panties to the side and allowed them to touch skin-to-skin for the first time in ten years.

      “Christ,” he groaned, his forehead pressed into her neck. “I thought I remembered what you felt like, but my memories have nothing on the real thing, do they? You’re soft as a rose petal. Soft and wet and warm and just aching for my fingers, isn’t that right?”

      Before she could answer him, tell him, yes, oh Lord, yes, he swiped a finger through her slit and used her wetness to trace slow circles around her clit. All the while he watched her with an intensity she didn’t want to think about, didn’t want to question.

      It didn’t matter, though. As soon as he slipped a finger inside her, both of them groaning at the contact, all thought promptly left her. Unable to stop herself, she guided his mouth to hers and slid her tongue against his as he pumped his hand beneath her skirt, working her slowly toward a climax.

      She couldn’t remember the last time she’d gotten off by someone else’s efforts. Months…more than a year, maybe. But even when it’d happened, one thing was certain: she’d never rocked herself so unabashedly against their hand. Had never ground down on them with a single-minded desperation to get herself off, unconcerned with what they’d think or how they’d respond to her wanton portrayal.

      Of course, with Finn she didn’t have to worry at all about what he might think. His body language said it all. The way he kneaded her ass, guiding her movements as she took his fingers deep inside over and over again. The way he whispered the filthiest things in her ear, how his cock seemed to grow harder with each passing second, with each stroke of his fingers between her legs.

      “Come on now, Willowtree. Let me feel you come on my fingers. Let’s get this first one out of the way so I can take my time with the rest of you.” He sped up his hand as he spoke, his thumb flicking back and forth over her clit even as he pumped his fingers deep inside her. “I wanna spend an hour just kissing your breasts. Get you nice and worked up, then I’ll spread those gorgeous thighs with my shoulders and make myself at home between your legs. Better get you fed first, though, because once I get my mouth on your pussy, there’s no tellin’ when I’ll stop. Hours. Days.”

      The desperation in his voice was what pushed her over the edge. Desperation for her. The thought of reducing this hulking man to his knees in front of her, his sole mission simply to please her with his tongue had her clenching around his fingers, his name a constant chant from her lips.

      “That’s it, sweetness. Give it to me.” He groaned, brushing his lips against her collarbone as she did nothing but grip his shirt and hold on for dear life while the longest orgasm known to man or woman ravaged her body.

      Finn slowed his hand, though he still pumped his fingers into her, still brushed featherlight circles around her clit as she shuddered and shook in his lap. Good Lord, she couldn’t remember the last time she’d had an orgasm that powerful. Couldn’t remember the last time she’d come that hard and yet still ached for something more. Still ached to be filled.

      But she did. She couldn’t deny that any more than she could deny her own name.

      Willow knew exactly what kind of trouble she and Finn were stepping into here. There were so many unanswered questions—why did he leave? Why did he stay away? And, number one on the list, what the hell was she doing? But right then, she didn’t care. It’d been too long since she’d allowed herself the freedom of doing exactly what she wanted.

      In that moment? She wanted Finn. Wanted him with every ounce of her being. Wanted everything he’d promised her while he’d had his fingers inside her. Wanted his mouth between her legs, his cock filling her until she came from that alone.

      And for once, she wasn’t going to tell herself no.
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      Ten minutes and the separation of their bodies had done exactly fuck-all to settle Finn’s raging erection. He was still hard as fucking stone, his cock throbbing behind the fly of his jeans at the mere memory of what Willow’s body had felt like clenching around his fingers. His balls hadn’t ached this much since he’d last been with her as a teenager. Those months before they’d finally slept together had been filled with fumbling exploration and more blue balls than he could count.

      But Christ, it’d been worth it. Every single experience they’d had together had been, if only to see that look on her face as she came from his efforts. And she’d come. Every damn time, he’d made sure of that. If he had his way, she’d come half a dozen more times before the night was through.

      Just as soon as he got her fed.

      She sat on his counter, hands folded in her lap and legs crossed at the ankles—so prim and proper as if he hadn’t just had his fingers inside her. As if she hadn’t ridden his hand like it was the world’s best toy. Her posture was the only thing prim about her, though. Her cheeks were flushed, their pinkness trailing down her neck to her chest. Her nipples were still hard beneath her silky top, and he wanted them in his mouth with a desperation he hadn’t felt in a long damn time. Hadn’t felt since he was last with her, actually.

      After making her two sandwiches exactly how he remembered she loved, he handed her a plate. “Eat up, Willowtree. Gonna need your strength.”

      “Thank you. Let’s see if your claim to remember how I like them is correct…”

      “I think I already proved I remember exactly how you like it.” With a wink, he turned away from her flushed face to slap together a sandwich for himself. This combination had never been a favorite of his, but in that moment, he didn’t much care. He was going to need the fuel for what he had planned for the rest of the night. Now that he’d gotten a small taste of her, he didn’t see himself stopping before dawn. He wanted to strip her down, lay her out on his sheets, and spend hours rememorizing every square inch of her body. Wanted to make her come enough times her moans became the constant soundtrack in his mind.

      Willow bit into her sandwich, letting out a little hum of contentment as her eyes fluttered closed. She’d made a similar sound on his couch right before she’d come. Which was to say, the problem in his pants wasn’t getting any relief.

      “How’d I do?” he asked, his eyes locked on her lips as she slipped her tongue out to catch a bit of honey.

      “Exactly how I love them.” She took another bite as she stared at him, her head cocked to the side. “How’d you remember all of it?”

      “Just because I wasn’t here doesn’t mean I forgot.” He started on his sandwich, demolishing a quarter of it in one bite. “There’s not a thing between us I don’t remember.”

      Too much? Probably, if the look she gave him was any indication. But, hell, he couldn’t keep his mouth shut about something like that. He wanted to tell her everything that’d happened, all the reasons he’d left and stayed away, but he couldn’t do that. Not when she and her daddy were already at odds—and they were. Like nothing he’d witnessed before.

      The reason he’d stayed away sat squarely on his shoulders, and he’d have to own up to that in time. But the circumstances surrounding his forced departure lay directly at her father’s feet. Her knowing those circumstances would only serve to push her and Richard Haven further apart—possibly even cause irreparable damage. There were few things Willow loved more than her family. He wouldn’t come between that, despite the disdain he held for her daddy.

      But at the same time, he couldn’t stand there and pretend she hadn’t meant—still meant—the world to him. That he hadn’t thought of her every day while he’d been gone. Hadn’t wanted to come back to her dozens of times but stopped himself simply because he’d thought it’d been for the best.

      What a fucking idiot he’d been.

      “Why’d you come back here, Finn?” She held up her hand to stop him before he could answer. “And don’t say because of the bar. You could’ve opened a bar anywhere in the country, and yet you chose Havenbrook. Why?”

      He polished off his sandwich and loaded his plate in the dishwasher, buying himself some time. But, hell, hadn’t he just thought he wanted to tell her everything he could? If he couldn’t be transparent with her about the reason he left, the least he could do was be honest with her now.

      “You’re not anywhere else in the country, now are you, Willowtree?”

      She froze with her sandwich halfway to her mouth, her eyes wide as she stared at him. And while he was happy to lay his truth out on the line and reveal that part of himself, he didn’t want to answer a dozen questions about it. Not just yet.

      Besides, he had much better plans for his mouth.

      Finn stepped in front of her, uncrossing her ankles and slipping into the space between her legs. Gripping her hips, he slid her closer to the edge of the counter. “I think I promised you some time with my tongue.”

      “But…” She swallowed, her eyes darting back and forth between his. “I haven’t finished yet.” She held up the remaining bite of her sandwich.

      “And you go on and take as much time as you need finishin’ it. I’m gonna feast on somethin’ else for a while.” Sliding his hands down her thighs, he hooked his thumbs under the hem of her skirt and pulled it up, exposing more of those luscious thighs every second. “Now tell me, sweetness. You still got on your panties under this pretty skirt?”

      Goose bumps covered her flesh as she gave a slow shake of her head. “They were too wet, so I took ’em off.”

      Christ, she’d been sitting up there with absolutely nothing covering her pussy. Absolutely nothing separating them. No wonder she’d crossed her ankles, attempting to keep up a modicum of modesty. No need for that now.

      “No panties…not very proper of you, Miss Haven.” He tsked in mock disapproval when in actuality his cock positively throbbed inside its denim prison. He slid his nose along the column of her neck, feeling her panting breaths against the side of his face. Placed a kiss against the faint birthmark shaped like Africa just behind her ear. Goddamn, he’d missed that mark. “Can’t deny it makes my job easier, though. You go on and finish your sandwich now. This won’t take but a minute.”

      Without waiting for her response, Finn dropped to his knees, the counter the perfect height for him to be eye level with the heaven she held between her legs. He kissed one thigh, then the other, encouraging her to spread those legs a little with each brush of his lips against her. Hands cupping her ass, he guided her forward until she was perched at the edge of the counter, skirt bunched up around her hips, and her perfect pink pussy on display for him.

      When they’d been teenagers, she’d only let him do this a couple of times, even when he’d assured her he’d loved it. At the time, she’d been too apprehensive of what she might smell like—heaven—and what she might taste like—again, heaven.

      She wasn’t apprehensive now, though. Didn’t have a self-conscious bone in her pliable body. Nope, this time when he ran his tongue up her inner thigh, she didn’t clamp her legs around his head and keep him at bay. Instead, she spread those beauties wider, welcoming his mouth.

      So he gave it to her.

      He took a swipe through her slit, soaking in every ounce of her taste. Groaning when her arousal hit his tongue. “Even sweeter than that honey I just had, aren’t you, Willowtree? So fucking sweet.”

      The plate clanged to the counter, and then her hands were in his hair, guiding him, tugging him every which way. Like she wasn’t quite sure if she wanted more or less of him.

      Well, he’d settle that one for her. More. So much more.

      Finn brushed his lips along her pussy, fluttering his tongue against her clit, all the while Willow chanted his name and rocked her hips up toward his seeking mouth.

      He pulled back, replacing his mouth with his fingers. Tracing every inch of her before sliding them deep inside. “Gonna make you come all over my tongue right here in the kitchen. Then I’m gonna take you into my bedroom, lay you out on my sheets, and do it all over again. A dozen times if you want. A hundred. I’ll never get tired of licking your sweet pussy. Never get tired of making you come with my mouth.”

      And then he did. Too worked up to draw this out any longer, he affixed his mouth to her, sucked her straight between his lips, and didn’t let up. With his fingers pumping deep inside her, he flicked his tongue against her clit in a relentless rhythm until she bowed off the counter, her fingernails digging into his scalp.

      “Finn…”

      He groaned against her as she did exactly what he’d promised she would. Willow rolled her hips against his mouth as he guided her through her climax. As he drew out her pleasure for as long as he possibly could. And even after, he fluttered his tongue against her, loving how she shuddered under his hands, her fingers soothing in his hair, craving those happy little sighs of contentment falling from her lips.

      But Christ, he craved so much more.

      With another single kiss to her pussy, he stood, then hauled her into his arms, strode straight toward his bedroom, and kicked his door shut.

      “I didn’t finish my sandwich.”

      “I’ll make you another one later.” He dropped her on the mattress, then reached behind him and yanked his shirt off before tossing it to the side. “You’ve got me burning up, Willowtree. Got me aching for that sweet heaven between your legs. Need to get inside you before I go mad.”

      He popped the button on his jeans and slid the zipper down, sighing as his cock finally got some relief. But instead of shoving his boxer briefs down, instead of reaching inside and gripping his erection, he waited for Willow. Lord knew he had no idea why she’d agreed to this in the first place, and he wasn’t going to take for granted the fact that she could put the brakes on at any moment. Was, in fact, going to wait for her to give him the go-ahead, no matter how long it took. Even if that meant standing there with balls the color of midnight.

      Willow took her sweet time staring at him, her eyes taking a slow trail down his body as they catalogued every feature. And damn if he didn’t love that she liked what she saw. That much was clear in how she bit her lip, how she ghosted her fingers across her collarbone. How her nipples were hard enough to be seen through the layers of fabric she wore.

      When she finally lifted her eyes to his, hers were so full of desire, he nearly fell to his knees right there. “Well, come on, then. What’re you waitin’ for?”
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      When Willow had woken up that morning, she certainly hadn’t anticipated this was where her day would take her. She definitely hadn’t imagined she’d end it in Finn’s bed after he’d just guided her to her second orgasm of the night, the most recent time with his tongue. And Lord almighty, what a talented tongue it was.

      Tension vibrated in every inch of his muscle-packed, inked body, and that only made her feel even more powerful. This man had been waiting for her go-ahead. Waiting for her approval before he did anything. The control was heady, and she couldn’t deny how much she loved it.

      Now, though, she’d given him the green light, and he didn’t hesitate any longer as he shucked his pants, leaving on only his boxer briefs. Though, they did little to conceal the monster tucked beneath. While she’d anticipated his body would fill out in the time he’d been gone, grow another inch or two and develop bigger, thicker muscles, she hadn’t anticipated his cock doing the same. There was no denying it had, because Lord knew if she’d seen that beast at seventeen, she’d have run for the hills instead of letting him between her legs.

      “You’re the prettiest thing I’ve ever seen, Willowtree. I’ve never wanted anyone like I want you.” His voice pulled her from her thoughts, the look on his face nearly doing her in.

      She wanted to brush his words aside, but she couldn’t. Not with the way he said them, like they were a prayer…the only truth he knew. And certainly not with how he looked at her, as if she were the only thing he ever wanted to see for the rest of his life.

      It was too much and somehow not enough.

      She needed to remind them both it was just about sex. She’d been down the heartache path with Finn before, and she had no plans of ever doing it again. “And yet I’m still dressed.”

      His lips kicked up on the side, though he didn’t make any move to close the last step between them. “Gimme a minute, now. Been thinkin’ about this for a long time. I wanna enjoy myself.” He reached down and cupped himself through his boxers, the action shooting sparks straight to her clit. “You’ll let me have my fun, won’t you?”

      He’d already given her two orgasms without even getting her naked. She’d let him have all the fun he wanted. And if he stood there and stared, that meant she got to do the same. She’d spent so much of her time since Finn had arrived in town fantasizing about what he looked like under his clothes, but those dreams had nothing on reality. His chest might as well have been carved from stone, and she wanted to run her tongue down the ridges of his abdomen. The only other place she’d seen such perfection had been when Mac texted her weekly Instagram models.

      But Finn wasn’t a model. He wasn’t just a picture on her tiny phone screen. He was there in front of her in all his splendid, tattooed glory, and he was hard. For her. He’d covered his skin with several tattoos over the years—a compass low on his abdomen near his hip, part of it hidden beneath the band of his boxer briefs, a map covering from his shoulder down to his right pectoral, a series of numbers directly over his heart—and she found herself wanting to know the stories behind each of them. Wanting to know what he’d spent his time doing. A tiny ache settled in her stomach over the fact that there was a void of time where neither of them knew anything about the other.

      And then there was her tree. Even though she’d spent more days than not hating his brand on her body, she couldn’t deny how much she loved seeing hers on him. Now that there was nothing blocking her view of it, now that she wasn’t incoherent like she’d been at Ty’s house, she was certain there hadn’t always been so many roots at the base of the tree. She’d drawn that willow tree for him, and she knew it like the back of her hand. He must’ve added to it in the time he’d been gone, but why?

      “You’re lookin’ at me like I’m somethin’ to eat.” He pressed his knee onto the bed and crawled up her body until they were eye level.

      “Sorry?”

      He laughed, reaching up to brush aside a strand of hair. “I don’t think you’re sorry at all. Lord knows I’m not. You could look at me like that every day for the rest of my life, and I still wouldn’t be sick of it. Just gonna make my job a little more difficult, is all.”

      “What job’s that?” she asked, though she already had a pretty good idea. What, since he’d dropped his hand to the hem of her shirt and ran his fingers along the bare skin of her abdomen. Lifting that material right along with his seeking fingers until she arched beneath him so he could pull it up and off.

      “It’s a job I take very seriously, you know.” His breath puffed against the swells of her breasts before he inched down the cup of her bra with his nose. Flicked her hardened peak with his tongue. “Worship every bit of your body, making sure I don’t miss a single inch.”

      She reached for the back of his head, holding him to her, sighing as he engulfed her nipple in his mouth. “That might take a while.”

      He pulled back and blew against her wet skin as he lifted his eyes to hers, desire written plainly in their depths. “I’m countin’ on it.”

      Taking his sweet old time, he unhooked her bra and tossed it to the side. Slid her skirt down over her hips until it joined the rest of her clothes pooled on his floor. And then she lay in front of him naked for the first time in so long. She thought she’d be self-conscious, being bare with him after so long. She wasn’t the skin and bones teenager she’d once been. But from the look on Finn’s face, he didn’t mind one bit.

      He didn’t start at the bird on her hip, even though his eyes flicked there several times. Instead, he slid down the bed and lifted her foot, licking a circle around her anklebone before trailing his nose up the curve of her calf. He caressed every inch of her, like he could memorize her through touch alone. All the while, he whispered words into her skin—how beautiful she was, how much he’d missed her, how sweet she tasted. And others she couldn’t quite make out, but from the way he’d closed his eyes, his lips brushing her skin as he said them, it was maybe better she hadn’t been able to.

      By the time he’d kissed every inch of her body except where her tattoo sat, she was a puddle of pure need. He ran his thumb over the mark, tracing the outline of it as he lay on his stomach between her legs.

      “It probably makes me an asshole for sayin’ this, but I love that my bird’s still on you. Couldn’t bear the thought of you gettin’ rid of it. Not when I wear you on my skin too. Not when I look at it every day and see everything we had together.”

      And, really, what could she say to that? Hadn’t she just thought the same exact thing about his tattoo? Before she could come up with a response, he plucked a condom from his night table and rolled it down his length as he settled between her legs.

      “You don’t wanna know how much I’ve thought about this.”

      Probably not. Especially when this was all starting to feel like a hell of a lot more than just sex. “Tell me.”

      He glanced up at her as he gripped his cock, ran his head along her slit in a slow, torturous circuit that made her quake with need. “It won’t scare you off to know I’ve been thinkin’ of it every day I’ve been gone? Or that I think of you in the shower and my bed? Every time I gripped my cock and got myself off, it was to thoughts of you. Memories of what we did. Fantasies of what I wanted to do.”

      Scare her off? Lord, no. It should have. It should’ve been a red flag that she was getting in over her head already, and they’d just gotten started. But though they’d merely begun, she was already in too deep.

      “Show me.”

      He covered her body with his, notching his cock into her entrance. “As many times as you’ll let me.”

      And then he pushed inside, just a slow glide of his cock into her, her body stretching to accommodate his size. Their moans mingled together, the delicious fullness overwhelming her as he continued to thrust inside. Slowly, at first, until she was relaxed enough to take every bit of him. And then, once she started lifting her hips to take him farther inside, he went faster. Harder. Drove into her so deep, she swore she saw stars.

      “Finn… Finn.” Willow couldn’t say anything but his name, over and over again. It was like every other word had been plucked from her head, evaporated along with every other thought except them, together.

      He rested his lips against hers, his words getting lost in the breaths mingling between them. “You feel how good we fit, Willowtree? There’s nothing as perfect as this heaven, is there? Nothing.”

      There wasn’t, and there was no more denying it. For years, she’d wondered if she’d built up the connection she and Finn had had. Built it up into something so overgrown and complex that it was impossible for anyone else to stack up against. The truth was, though, she hadn’t imagined a single bit of it. If anything, her memories had dulled what they felt together. It was magic, pure and simple. The kind of chemistry she saw in movies, read about in books. But it wasn’t fiction. It wasn’t just something to wish upon.

      It was real, and it was them, and it was right there in front of her.

      He hooked her legs higher around his hips as his thrusts sped up, his breath growing more frantic against her lips until he groaned and took her mouth in a heated kiss. Sliding his tongue against hers, he slipped a hand between them and thumbed her clit as he pounded into her hard enough to shake his bed.

      “Come on, sweetness. Gimme one more. Let me feel you come around me.” He nipped at her bottom lip then licked away the sting. “Let me feel what I do to you.”

      She couldn’t deny him anymore. Was damn tired of denying herself. So she gave in. Fingernails digging into his shoulders, she allowed herself to be swept away by him, allowed him to push her up and over the peak, cresting even as he pumped inside her, groaning through his own release.

      Minutes or hours later, she trailed her fingers up and down the expanse of his back as he continued to press kiss after kiss along any inch of skin he could reach. It was quiet between them—too quiet almost. As if they were both lost in their own thoughts. And her thoughts? Lord, they were a jumble. But the one thought that kept coming up over and over again was, what kind of a mess have you gotten yourself into?

      A fine mess, indeed.
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      Willow must’ve been out of her mind, thinking her body would settle down after it’d had a taste of Finn Thomas. If anything, their being together had lit an insatiable fire beneath her skin, making her crave him when she had absolutely no business doing so. Like in the middle of a workday. In the middle of every workday.

      After their amazing night together, she’d decided to throw caution to the wind and tiptoe her way into this thing between her and Finn for as long as he was in town. It was quite possibly the dumbest decision she’d ever made, but she didn’t care. She was tired of only doing what she was supposed to. Sue her for wanting to do something that felt good…damn good.

      Unfortunately, they hadn’t been able to get together since the night she’d snuck out of his and Drew’s apartment sometime in the wee hours of the morning. She couldn’t remember the last time she’d done something like that, tiptoeing into her house like she’d been out doing something wrong. She was a grown woman, for heaven’s sake. Did it really matter what she got up to on her own time and if she got up to it with one Griffin Thomas?

      “You want me to make a copy of this paperwork before I get it sent off?”

      She jumped at Avery’s question, like she’d been caught with her hand in the cookie jar. Like her best friend could read all the thoughts—the super dirty, completely inappropriate thoughts—going on in her mind.

      Willow cleared her throat. “Yes, please. Thank you.”

      “You wanna tell me why your face is bright red?”

      She averted her attention to her desk and the suddenly very interesting mound of paper clips there. “Not particularly.”

      Avery snorted, but she didn’t push. But, really, if Willow couldn’t tell her best friend, what did that say? What was the big deal anyway? Maybe she’d pop over to the bar after work, say hi to Finn and see what kind of progress they’d made inside.

      King Construction had been in and out of the building all week, hauling all kinds of material into the place, so she was kind of excited to take in the changes. She was…happy for Finn. And she was happy for her hometown. It’d been her mission to revive the heart of Havenbrook since she’d started working for town hall five years ago, and finally, after all this time, her mission was going to come to fruition. She was proud as hell she’d been the one to incite those changes. Made her feel like she was actually doing something with her life and job, actually bringing something back to this town she loved so much.

      She couldn’t wait to see the changes this brought in Havenbrook, because she knew in her heart it was a change for the better. Whether or not her daddy saw it that way.

      After their discussion—okay, argument—the day he’d come back into town, she hadn’t attempted to broach the subject again. What was the use? She’d learned long ago to pick her battles, and that was one hill she wasn’t willing to die on. Not since there was nothing her daddy could do about the bar going in. And certainly not since attempting to have a discussion with him was about as fruitful as talking to a brick wall. Except, at least brick walls couldn’t talk back.

      “Will?” Avery said, poking her head back in Willow’s office. “It’s about that time again…”

      Willow sighed and pushed back from her desk. Mid-afternoon meant it was time to endure another daily meeting with her father. She’d come to dread the afternoons because of them. The meetings did nothing but eat out part of her day…and part of her self-esteem, if she were honest. In all the time she’d been working for him, he’d never once given her a job well done acknowledgment. Nope, all he’d given her was more work and dozens of migraines.

      Since Gloria was still out on maternity leave, Willow went straight to his door and knocked, waiting for his bark of a response telling her to come inside.

      “What took you so damn long? You’re just across the hall, for God’s sake.”

      Her daddy…such a pleasant, soft-spoken man. “Afternoon, Daddy. This shouldn’t take but a minute, and then you can get back to your business.” Which, Willow knew, was absolutely nothing at all, unless you counted playing solitaire on his computer as something important.

      “Let’s get to it, then. I’ve got a lot left on the agenda today.”

      It took every bit of willpower she possessed in her body not to roll her eyes. She made his schedule, and there wasn’t a thing on it.

      She passed over a stack of papers she’d cleared off his desk yesterday and sorted through to make sure they were taken care of. She found staying three steps ahead of her father saved her a lot of hassles in the end. “We haven’t discussed these yet, but I went ahead and got them taken care of. They just need your signature where I’ve indicated.”

      He grunted as he took them from her, barely glancing at the papers as he scrawled his name next to the flags. “Mighty nice of you to do something before I had to ask you to.” Once he’d signed them all, he placed them off to the side and leaned back in his chair, hands folded over his rounded belly. “I'll have to look ’em all over, of course, but good job getting the jump on something. It’s nice to see you workin’ hard finally.”

      Well, would wonders never cease? It might’ve been backhanded as hell, but was that an actual compliment coming from her daddy’s lips? Seemed after five years of busting her butt, he was finally paying attention.

      “Um…thank you.”

      “Now, don’t go lettin’ it go to your head. I’m just pleasantly surprised, is all. I thought for sure with those Thomas boys back in town, your attention might be…diverted.”

      Willow froze, her entire body going ice-cold. She and her father didn’t speak about her relationship—past or present—with Finn. Which meant…had someone seen Finn and her together? Or worse, seen her fleeing his apartment well past midnight, which meant they’d been up to only one thing?

      “But you’re smarter than that now, aren’t you?” he continued. “Wouldn’t get mixed up with the likes of him now that you’re not a dumb teenager, rebelling against her parents.”

      She breathed out a sigh of relief, realizing it wasn’t based on anything but her father wanting to hold her past mistakes over her head. To him, that was all she and Finn had been—a mistake. An act of teenage rebellion, despite the fact that it had been love, plain and simple. An impassioned love her daddy had swept aside as a crush, or worse, an infatuation.

      Had it really been less than an hour ago when she’d thought it wouldn’t a big deal for her to swing by the bar, maybe go out to dinner with Finn? That was laughable. Her daddy would never let her live it down, would make her life even more unbearable if he even caught wind that something was going on between her and Finn.

      The two of them hadn’t discussed the details, but if they were going to keep seeing each other, they’d just have to do it on the down-low. Keep it to themselves and not involve everyone in Havenbrook. That’d be better in the long run anyway. Because no matter how she cut this, he was still leaving. At some point, once the bar was up and running and his job here was done, he’d get on a plane and fly back to California, once again leaving her behind.

      This time, she just had to make sure he didn’t break her when he left.
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      Having Willow’s luck meant she could go all week never crossing paths with Finn, then make a decision to keep their interaction a secret, only to run into him half a dozen times in a single afternoon.

      The first time had been the hardest. He’d spotted her and started strolling her way with that Finn grin she loved so much on his gorgeous face. Her daddy had been coming down the steps at that exact moment, and she’d panicked. Just spun on her heels and walked in the opposite direction.

      And so it began. If Finn’s facial expressions were anything to go by, he’d only gotten more pissed as the day had worn on.

      She’d considered shooting him a quick text to give him a heads-up of the situation but figured that particular tidbit of information might be better delivered in person, where she could hopefully plead her case.

      However, she did not want that in-person discussion to happen in her office, which was why she’d made Avery deal with Finn when he’d come in with a made-up excuse to see her, and why Willow was currently peeking out her office window, holding her breath as she watched Finn storm out of the building. Pissed as hell, thanks to her. Then, as if he could sense her watching him, he looked over his shoulder, straight up at her window.

      With a yelp, Willow ducked out of the way just as her office door flew open and her best friend blew in without so much as a hello.

      “Care to tell me why I just spent fifteen minutes with one of the hottest men I’ve ever seen in real life, when I know for a fact you were perfectly able to take his impromptu meeting?” Avery asked.

      Willow settled herself at her desk, straightening a stack of papers. “Um…not particularly.”

      “Tough shit.” Unlike earlier in the day when she’d let Willow off the hook with that phrase, apparently, Avery wasn’t going to be so easily appeased. She shut Willow’s door, blocking them from the outside world and any chance someone would overhear. Never a good sign. “Your father’s gone, and it’s after five, which means it’s officially quitting time.”

      “Well, all right then. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      “Nice try. You’re not going anywhere until I get the scoop on whatever the hell is happening between you and Finn.”

      Willow opened and closed her mouth several times, just praying something intelligible would come out. Something that was sort of the truth, but maybe not all of it. She had to keep a few things just for herself, didn’t she?

      Okay, that wasn’t it at all. What it really boiled down to was she didn’t want to hear the I told you so’s when Finn up and left again. But it was different this time, wasn’t it? She wasn’t going into it blind. This time, she had her eyes wide open. She knew what she was getting into, what the end game was, and she wasn’t going to be blindsided again.

      Willow cleared her throat and avoided eye contact. “I’m not sure what you mean.”

      Avery gave her The Look. The one she could have trademarked that proclaimed loudly and very clearly that she was not here to take any of your shit. “Then it was just a coincidence that you turned tail and ran away every time you came across Finn today?”

      “I did not!” She totally had.

      “No? Never mind the fact that I actually saw it with my own two eyes, but your ex-boyfriend just ratted you out.”

      “Of course he did,” Willow grumbled.

      “Now, I know you, and I know something is up. Something happened between you two, and I wanna know what it is. And then I wanna know why I had to practically torture the information out of you.” Avery’s brows drew down. “I thought we were better friends than that.”

      Well, shit. This wasn’t some information-mining mission like Willow would get from Rory. This was Avery, her best friend and biggest cheerleader, and Willow had unintentionally hurt her. Lord, a stake to the chest would’ve been less painful than knowing that. With anyone else, Willow would’ve assumed those words were simply a passive-aggressive guilt trip, but not from Avery. She said what she meant and meant what she said—it was one of Willow’s most favorite things about her. She never had to wonder or worry about where they stood. And right now, she knew. She’d hurt her best friend.

      Willow slipped around her desk and went straight to Avery, wrapping her arms around her. “I’m sorry. It’s not you. Or us. I promise.”

      Avery returned her hug. “So you didn’t tell Mac either?”

      “Nope, and I have no doubt I’m going to pay for that tonight.”

      “Well, that makes me feel a little better. But I’m still going to need to know what’s going on.”

      Willow pulled away with a laugh. “Of course you do.”

      “Seems only fair.”

      She paced around her small office, her lip caught between her teeth. She just needed to get this over with. Like a bandage. Rip it off and deal with the sting of pain rather than the slow torture of drawing it out. “I, um—”

      “Oh my God, you did sleep with him!”

      Willow spun around, her mouth agape. Was it written that plainly on her that anyone could tell? She’d worried about that when she’d given her virginity to Finn—that somehow, she’d be walking down the street and people would take one look at her and be able to tell. She hadn’t thought she’d need to worry about it at twenty-eight, though.

      “Don’t crush my dreams and tell me he didn’t get better with time,” Avery said. “Is that why you’ve been avoiding him? He wasn’t able to get you off, and now you can’t face him?”

      Willow choked on her spit at the same time flashes of their night together flickered through her mind. Oh, he’d definitely gotten better with time. Infinitely. “No, that’s not it.”

      Avery’s eyes got wide, and a grin spread across her face. “So he got better?” She fell into the chair and patted the one next to her, gesturing for Willow to sit. “Details. Now.”

      Yeah, it’d probably be better if she were sitting down for this. “It’s only happened once…” Okay, that was a lie. It had only happened one night, but there had definitely been more than just one round. Technicalities.

      “Just from looking at that man, I’d place bets he can do a lot during that ‘once.’”

      Willow tried not to let her memories sweep her away, but she couldn’t help it. Not when they were so fresh in her mind. Not when they’d floated through her head more times than she could count—the first time on his bed, right after when he’d taken her in the shower after caressing every inch of her, even when they’d ventured out of his bedroom for a snack and he’d bent her over the kitchen counter and taken her from behind. Drew could’ve walked in at any moment, which, apparently, had only cranked Willow’s engine a little hotter because she’d come so hard, she might’ve blacked out for a minute.

      “Yeah, definitely don’t talk about this with Rory,” Avery said. “Your sex fantasies are written all over your face.”

      Shit. Rory. Willow hadn’t even thought about telling her. While Mac would be pissed Willow hadn’t come straight to her and told her everything, she’d get over it soon enough. With Mac, a conversation about Willow and Finn would be relatively painless. With Rory, it’d be a second version of hell.

      “I don’t think I have to worry about that. I’d rather strut down Main Street naked than discuss my love life with Rory. Especially when that love life contains one of the Thomas boys.”

      “I don’t know—having that conversation with her might actually be easier than talking with Finn himself.” Avery propped her feet up on the desk and leaned back in the chair. “He looked pissed when he came in here. Though I don’t blame him—it was clear as day you were in here but avoiding him.”

      Willow blew out a deep breath. She wasn’t looking forward to that discussion, but it’d have to happen sooner rather than later. She couldn’t keep avoiding Finn like he carried the plague. And, truth be told, she didn’t want to. But she also knew her original plan of carrying on like nothing was unusual, like she and Finn seeing each other again wouldn’t register on the radars of the people of Havenbrook, was a pipe dream.

      After five years of busting her ass and doing everything exactly right, her daddy had finally, finally bestowed a compliment on her. He was already waiting for her to screw up with Finn being in town. And if she did, he’d waste no time making sure Willow knew exactly how badly she’d messed up.

      She wasn’t going to go through that again. She’d had enough of it to last a lifetime.
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      Even days after the best sex of his life, Finn still had a spring in his step. He smiled more freely, laughed a little louder, and felt more relaxed.

      Of course, that’d been before his partner in the best sex of his life treated him like he was a damn leper.

      All week, he’d been trying to see Willow, but it just hadn’t worked out. He, Drew, and Nola had had too much on the docket to allow for much downtime, especially now that they were dealing with bullshit regulations that somehow hadn’t been an issue until Dick had arrived back in town. But they were jumping through the hoops, adjusting the bar top height—twice, because, apparently, the first number they’d given had been a mistake—and adding more sprinkler heads for the fire suppression system—despite those being inspected and approved already—to name a few.

      Busywork. All of it. It was a pain in their asses, but they’d managed to get through it all. There wasn’t a doubt in Finn’s mind Dick was doing this to try to get them to give up and leave. But what the mayor apparently hadn’t learned yet was Finn and Drew specialized in making their way through difficult and tricky situations.

      The only thing this was in the grand scheme of things was inconvenient, especially given the forward progress he’d made with Willow. If Finn had managed to find a pocket of time and slip away, she’d been unavailable, so they’d had to make do with texts and phone calls. While he hadn’t been inside her since that night at his place, that didn’t mean he hadn’t made her come again in their time apart. And, from her enthusiastic response to those instances, she was having a great time.

      Dumbass that he was, he’d assumed that meant things between them were fine. Good, even. But today shot that theory straight to hell.

      She’d dodged him. All damn day. And not just dodged, as in kept her head down and pretended not to see him, but actually spinning on her heels and scurrying in the opposite direction when she’d spotted him. Or sitting in her office, hiding behind her shut door while her assistant made up some bullshit excuse about what she’d been doing and why she hadn’t been able to see him.

      Finn knew what she’d been doing, all right. Avoiding. Him, specifically.

      “Hey,” Drew snapped. “Based on the other shit we’re having to redo on Dick’s whim, we don’t exactly have the funds to put up all new drywall. So how about you stop being an asshole and calm the fuck down.”

      Finn dropped the sledgehammer he’d been using to demo part of an existing wall and blew out a deep breath as he stared at the carnage he’d inflicted. Yeah, so maybe he’d taken the whole demolition thing a bit too far, but when Nash had mentioned taking down one of the side walls to open up the space and provide a perfect spot for a dance floor, Finn had jumped at the opportunity to pound into some shit. Better than what he wanted to do, which was storm back into Willow’s office and demand she tell him just what the hell was going on. Right before fucking her over her perfectly impersonal desk. That’d go over about as well as a screen door on a submarine.

      “I’ve got it under control.” Finn wiped his brow with his T-shirt and tucked it back into the waistband of his shorts.

      Drew barked out a laugh. “The last thing you are is under control. And I’d place bets on the fact that it has a little something to do with the pretty lady leaving town hall even as we speak.”

      Finn glanced up in time to see Willow start the trek down the front steps, her gaze fixed on the opened door of the bar. There was no way she could see him from her vantage point, but it was obvious she was looking. He couldn’t figure her out. If she went out of her way to avoid being around him all day, why was she peering in his direction? Better yet, why was she purposefully walking so she’d have to pass directly in front of their door when he knew she parked on the other side of the square?

      Well, Finn had had his fill of unanswered questions today. It was time to set things straight.

      He didn’t take his eyes off Willow as he spoke to his brother. “Do me a favor—”

      “Yeah, yeah. I’m leaving.” Drew’s footsteps carried him to the back of the space, then up the stairs to the apartment.

      The rest of the crew had left about an hour earlier since they’d been starting the days at six a.m., which meant Finn and Willow would be alone. He waited until she was right in front of the door before he reached out, grasped her wrist, and tugged her inside.

      She gasped, stumbling a little as her eyes flew to his before darting around, then looking back out at the square. Goddammit. That was exactly what he’d feared her issue was. She didn’t want people seeing them together. And, shit, with their history, he couldn’t exactly blame her. Didn’t mean he liked being shoved in the closet like he was some dirty secret. Like she was ashamed of being with him.

      As one of the Thomas boys from the wrong side of the tracks, he’d dealt with that plenty when he’d been younger. Oddly enough, he’d never gotten it from her. Which meant he certainly wasn’t going to put up with it now. Not when he wasn’t anything to be ashamed of.

      “Finn—” She cut off on a gasp as he spun her until her back hit the wall next to the door.

      He stepped in close, crowding her up against the wall. So close her lavender scent filled his nose. Made his mouth water and his cock twitch. He was like Pavlov’s fucking dog around her. “Oh, so you do remember my name. I wasn’t so sure with how you’d been acting today.”

      She dropped her eyes and glanced off to the side. “I’m sorry, I just—”

      “Don’t want anyone to know what we’re doin’.” He stared down at her, hoping with every ounce of his being he was wrong. Maybe he’d misread her. Maybe she had just been busy.

      But instead of reassuring him, she bit her lip and finally met his gaze, her eyes wide and pleading. Fuck. He couldn’t say that didn’t hurt. Though he also couldn’t say he didn’t deserve it. He’d been the one to leave, and she’d had to hang around and deal with the aftermath. He didn’t blame her for not wanting to go through it again.

      Didn’t mean it hurt any less.

      “Can’t say I’m happy about this, Willowtree. Not happy about it at all.” He reached up and tugged her lip from between her teeth. “But I understand.”

      Her mouth dropped open as she stared up at him. “You…you do?”

      He nodded then stepped into her until there wasn’t an inch separating them. Until she could feel exactly what she did to him merely by breathing. He’d managed to go a decade without her touch, and now that he’d had it again, he couldn’t even go a week without burning up for it. He needed her. But more than that, he needed to prove to her she needed him too.

      “I didn’t make it easy on you back then, and you had to live with the consequences of my choices. But things are different now. I hope you know that.”

      She glanced away, the apprehension written on her face giving a one-two punch to his stomach. Yeah, he’d have to work on that with her, because he wasn’t about to let her worry he’d run away again. Though, really, what did he think was going to happen? The plans were still to stick around just until the bar was well on its way so Nola would be able to quit her job and work full time there. It’d been taking a bit more time than usual—especially with Dick’s interference, as well as a lot more details to iron out than any of them had anticipated—but the final goal was still the same.

      Eventually, he and Drew would go back to California. And Willow? Willow would stay in Havenbrook.

      The thought churned his stomach, but he pushed down the feeling. Didn’t have time to worry about that now. What he needed to do was make sure she knew he wouldn’t abandon her like before. He might be going, but he’d make damn sure she wasn’t in the dark about it. And he’d make damn sure she’d have a hell of a good time while he was still there.

      “Okay, we’ll work on that,” Finn said. “That’s on me, and I’m going to prove things to you this time around. While I do, this…us…can stay quiet if that’s what you want.”

      She blew out a deep sigh. “Thank you.”

      “Not so fast.” He gripped her hip and tugged her into him, letting her feel how hard he was for her. “Out there, to everyone else, you can be perfect Willow Haven who doesn’t get around with the likes of one of the Thomas boys.” He reached up and brushed his thumb over her bottom lip, aching to feel those wrapped around his cock. “But away from prying eyes? You’re mine. And you’re going to give me everything when we’re together.”

      She didn’t say a word, just panted as she stared up at him, equal parts apprehension and arousal written all over her face. He knew her well enough to know she was probably worried about being played for a fool. Again. But one glance at the front of her shirt told him whatever worries she had were fighting hard with her desire. He could work with that. As long as he still had her attraction, he’d prove everything else to her in time.

      He’d just have to work extra hard in the little amount they had.

      Finn cupped one of her breasts and flicked his thumb over the hardened peak. Then he leaned down, dragging his lip across her jaw until he pressed his mouth to her ear. “I’ll be giving you everything too, Willowtree. Don’t you worry about that.”

      No longer satisfied with the feel of her through layers of clothes, he slipped his hand under her shirt, pulled down the cup of her bra, and brushed his fingers over her nipple. Christ, he needed to feel her wrapped around him. Needed to take her right there against the damn wall, surrounded by dirt and dust and God knew what else. He couldn’t wait another minute.

      “Finn—” She let out a moan and tilted her head back as he kissed and sucked and nipped along her neck, all the while he gripped every bit of her he could reach. “The door…”

      Blindly, he reached out and swatted at the main door, finally connecting with it and slamming it shut to keep out any passersby. Couldn’t do a thing about the bare windows, but from where they were, tucked a bit to the side, someone would have to walk up and cup their hands around their face to see inside. It’d have to do.

      “Any more excuses for me, sweetness?” he asked against her neck, licking up one side and nipping at her jaw.

      She panted against the side of his face, her grip on his forearms so tight, her nails left crescent marks on his skin. “None.”

      Like music to his goddamn ears. “Good.”

      He thanked the Lord she was in another one of those skirts she seemed to love. He loved them too. Loved seeing her ass showcased in her trim skirts, her long, shapely legs on display. Loved even more that it took hardly anything until he had full access to her pussy. And he was going to take advantage of it.

      “You know how many times I’ve fantasized about this? Dreamed about fucking you against a wall?” He cupped both her breasts as he rained kisses all over her neck and collarbone. “Used to be all I thought about when we were teenagers. Taking you out to the alley after a shift at the shelter, pressing you up against the brick wall, and making you moan my name. Dirtying up all that perfect Willowness. Jesus, the things I wanted to do to you back then would’ve had your daddy hauling me off to jail. You were always too good for me, weren’t you? Still are. Because you deserve to be made love to on a nice soft bed piled high with pillows, but I’m gonna fuck you against this wall like a goddamn animal instead.”

      “Here?” She moaned low in his ear when he tweaked her nipples, her hips restless against him.

      “Right here.” He dropped his hands to the outside of her thighs and slid them up, pulling her skirt as he went, until he cupped her ass. Until only a tiny piece of lace covered her from his questing fingers. Her panties were just the right size to hide the sparrow on her hip, and he’d bet one of his balls she bought that style specifically for that feature. She didn’t want to see it. Didn’t want to be reminded of what they’d had and lost. No, not lost—what he’d ripped from them both.

      But he wanted to. Needed to.

      Finn plucked his T-shirt from the waistband of his shorts and tossed it off to the side, then dropped to his knees in front of her. Gripping her hips, he leaned forward. Placed a kiss directly over her pussy barely hidden behind purple lace. He thumbed down the side of those cock-tease panties until he could see his mark on her. Jesus, what that ink did to him. Made him hard as fucking stone. Reassured him in a way nothing else could. Reminded him what they’d had was real, despite what everyone else had said.

      And he’d thrown it all away.

      He closed his eyes and leaned forward, scraped his teeth against the black shape before caressing it with his lips, then his tongue. As he focused his attention there, he slid her panties down her legs until she stepped out of them, steadying herself on his bare shoulders.

      What a goddamn sight she made. She leaned against the wall, sexy as hell red heels on her feet, black skirt pushed up around her hips, legs spread just enough to let him glimpse at all that delicious pink between her thighs.

      Her fingers were restless on his shoulders. “What about Drew?”

      “Stop talking about my brother when I’m about to eat your pussy.” With his tongue, he traced a path where her leg met her body, earning himself a shudder from her.

      “Finn—”

      “That’s right. Just my name when I’m licking all this sweet heaven. Don’t worry about anything else but how many times you can come on my tongue, all right?”

      He didn’t give her a chance to voice any other concerns before he lifted one of her legs, tossed it over his shoulder, and fixed his mouth over her pussy. Their groans filled the empty space around them, the tone of hers making his cock twitch. Jesus, had it really been less than a week since he’d tasted her? Since he’d felt her hands in his hair, trying to guide him where she wanted him to go? Since those beautiful thighs had quivered against his face as she’d come?

      He hooked an arm over her thigh, sliding his fingers down her stomach and between her legs to hold her open for his tongue. He’d just gotten his mouth on her, but she was already close. He could tell by the way she gripped his hair. How her moans grew more frequent but softer in volume. How she rocked her hips against his face, trying to ride his tongue to her peak.

      With his other hand, he gripped her hip and encouraged her movements, guiding her forward and back as he pleasured her with his mouth. She might not be his anywhere but right there, but that was okay. It had to be for now. As long as she gave him every bit of herself when they were together like this, he’d make do. And, while he did that, he’d make damn sure he wrung every ounce of pleasure from her before he ever let her leave his company.

      Needing to get inside her before he combusted, he sucked her clit into his mouth and fluttered his tongue against it at the same time he pumped his fingers inside her to push her over the edge. She gripped his head in her hands as she moaned low through her release, trying to stifle the sound while biting her lip. Christ, what he wouldn’t give to hear her scream his name again.

      Soon.

      He was so worked up, so hungry for her, he couldn’t even wait to bring her down. With a final kiss to her pussy, he gently set her leg back on the ground and stood. Goddamn, did he love how proper she looked from the waist up, suit jacket and blouse perfectly pressed, not a strand of hair out of place. But the bottom half told another story. Quivering legs, no panties, a rucked-up skirt, and thighs red from beard burn.

      “Not quite sure how, but you get sweeter every damn time.” He grabbed a condom from his wallet, thankful he’d had the foresight to add a couple just in case, and pushed down his shorts enough to free his cock. Rolled the latex down his length, giving it a quick tug. “Your legs tired, sweetness? Why don’t you come on up here and let me do all the work?” He settled in front of her, cupped her ass, and hauled her up against him, moaning when her wet heat met his aching hardness.

      “How do you get me to do this?” she asked, her voice breathless and questioning, even as she hooked her ankles at the small of his back. Even as she groaned in his ear when he ran the head of his cock over her clit. “You make me forget everything.”

      He pressed his forehead to her neck and notched his cock at her entrance. Hearing those words, feeling her heat and desire for him, was nearly his undoing. Lips pressed to her collarbone, he clutched her hips and pulled her down on him. Inch by excruciatingly blissful inch. “Then we’re even, because you make me lose my mind, Willowtree. Every goddamn time.”

      Unable to hold back a second longer, he gripped her hips, making sure to keep his hands between the wall and her skin, and thrust hard. Slammed into her over and over again until he didn’t know where he ended and she began. Didn’t want to.

      “Missed you,” he mumbled into her neck, kissing every inch he could reach. “Missed you so fucking much. You feel how perfect we fit together? You feel that?” He slid deep and rotated his hips against her. “Tell me.”

      “Yes,” she breathed, her lips brushing his ear. Her fingernails dug into his neck, her legs tight around his thrusting hips, like she was holding on for dear life. “Yes, Finn. I’ve always felt it.”

      And that was the real kicker. They’d both felt this thing between them, had since day one. The difference ten years brought, though, was he’d been around enough to know how rare what they had was. The kind of connection they shared didn’t come around but once in a lifetime. And he’d thrown it away.

      Not again.

      “Finn…Finn,” she whispered, her pussy fluttering around his cock as she pulled him to her. Pulled him as close as he could get and fixed her mouth against his.

      He fucked her deeper as he brushed his tongue against hers, thrust into her harder as he worked them both toward their peaks. And when she crested, pulling him right along with her, he knew he couldn’t leave again.

      He didn’t know what he’d have to do. Didn’t know how the hell he’d make it happen, didn’t even know if she’d welcome him back, but one thing was certain—he was staying. Even if he had to sell his soul to the devil himself, he wasn’t leaving again. Not Havenbrook, and certainly not Willow.
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      Willow’s plan had gone straight to hell. Though, really, that wasn’t necessarily true. She hadn’t intended to stop seeing Finn entirely, but she definitely also hadn’t intended she’d be sneaking off to all sorts of illicit locations just so they could slip in some kisses and mild groping. It was like they were teenagers all over again. Next thing she knew, they’d be driving out to Old Mill Road and fogging up the windows of his truck like they’d done dozens of times before.

      Though she couldn’t say she’d mind. Fogging up the windows with Finn had always been worth it back then, and it sure as hell would be worth it now. The man had definitely learned a thing or two while he’d been gone, and Willow was basking in the near-constant glow from being on the receiving end of it.

      She wasn’t going to think about that now, though, as she sat at her desk in the middle of the day waiting for her family to show up for their weekly lunch date. She could go her whole life without having to explain her flushed complexion to her momma or gran, so thinking about Finn was strictly off-limits.

      Her office door swung open, making her startle as if she’d been…well, as if she’d been thinking wholly inappropriate thoughts in a work setting.

      Mac popped her head in. “Hey. Nat call yet?”

      Willow cleared her throat and willed her red cheeks to recede. At least it’d been Mac who’d happened on her first. Her sister knew every steamy detail of her encounters with Finn—and had ripped Willow a new one for not telling her about them immediately—so Willow’s train of thought would come as no surprise.

      “No, not yet.” As soon as the words left Willow’s mouth, a trill came from the computer, indicating an incoming Skype call.

      “Perfect timing.” Mac tossed her purse on one of the chairs before scooting around next to Willow and perching on top of the desk.

      Willow clicked to answer the call and waited for their youngest sister’s face to fill the screen. Ever since Natalie had moved away—which had been the day she’d graduated high school—they’d done these weekly chats. The Haven women—her gran, momma, and sisters—had always gotten together for weekly luncheons, and had done so for as long as Willow could remember. Seemed it was the one tradition Nat didn’t hate.

      Of course you’d never catch her actually at one of those luncheons, and she always timed the calls so she could avoid talking to the whole group. Willow was pretty sure it wasn’t their momma or gran Nat had an aversion to, though. If Willow had to bet money on it, she’d guess Nat called at those particular times to avoid Rory—those two mixed about as well as oil and water.

      “Hey, bitches. What’s up?” Nat said before Willow could greet her.

      “Blue this time?” Mac asked, leaning down and squinting at their sister’s mass of hair. “Shit, Nat, if you keep this up, you’re not going to have any hair left to color.”

      Through a smile, Nat said, “Bite me.” She pulled her long hair back and did some sort of magic so it settled into a perfectly mussed up-do. “Sorry I missed our call last week. I had skydiving lessons every day.”

      Willow just closed her eyes and shook her head. She’d learned long ago there was no talking Nat out of anything she had her mind set on. And apparently this month she was set on death-defying activities.

      “How was it?” Mac asked, her voice laced with barely concealed interest. “I’ve always wanted to try it.”

      “Amazing. ’Course, it helped that the dude I was strapped to was a tall, built, hunk of delicious man meat. Let me tell y’all, you’ve never had sex until you’ve had it after falling thirteen thousand feet through the air. My God, the orgasms he gave me. Yes, plural.”

      While Willow certainly wasn’t a prude like Rory, she also wasn’t quite the loose-lipped, free spirit Natalie was. She loved talking about what she was getting up to and who she was getting up to it with, and couldn’t go a call without giving her sisters a play-by-play.

      “Yeah?” Mac grabbed a handful of the candy-coated chocolates Willow kept on her desk and popped a couple in her mouth. “Whose place did you go to?”

      “Why the hell would we wait until we got to one of our places? We were in a field in the middle of nowhere. Rode that man right there like he was a damn horse.” Nat leaned closer to the screen and waggled her eyebrows. “He was definitely built like one, if you know what I mean.”

      That tugged a smile to Willow’s lips as Mac barked out a laugh.

      “You still seeing him?” Mac asked, but Willow couldn’t concentrate on Nat’s answer.

      Not when a certain someone stood in the outer office speaking with Avery and snagging her attention. A certain someone who’d just happened to have his hand tucked in her panties the night before.

      “Well, well, well,” Mac said. “Things are about to get interesting.”

      “What?” Nat asked. “What’s happening?”

      “Shut up and listen.”

      Willow wanted to tell them both to shut the hell up and maybe get out. But instead, she just sat there and stared at Finn like she was a starry-eyed teenager all over again. He wore a tight-fitting T-shirt—the same gray one he’d worn on his first day in town if she wasn’t mistaken—with threadbare jeans and work boots. In his arms, he carried a bright pink square box.

      He smiled at Avery, then stepped around her and right into Willow’s office. “Afternoon, ladies.”

      “Who is that?” Natalie hissed from the screen.

      “Hope I’m not interruptin’ anything, but I wanted to pick up that paper you needed me to sign, Willow.”

      Well, that was a bold-faced lie she hoped no one else saw through. They’d been done with the signatures for a long time. Never mind that she hadn’t asked him to stop by at all.

      “Swung by The Sweet Spot on the way and grabbed some cupcakes. To thank y’all for your help gettin’ everything up and runnin’ with the bar.” He glanced away to nod toward Avery before locking his eyes back on Willow.

      Lord, why did her sisters have to be there right then? She wanted to pull him into her office, lock the door, and kiss the living daylights out of him.

      “Oh my God.” Natalie again, the loudmouth.

      Willow realized she was just staring when Avery cleared her throat at the same time Mac nudged her shoulder. “Um, anytime. It’s my job to help.”

      He stared at her for a moment, his gaze so heated she felt it from her head all the way to her toes and every erogenous zone in between. Then his lips tipped up on one side, and he gave a quick nod before sliding the cupcake box onto her desk. “All right then. I’ll catch y’all later. Have a good day.”

      And out he strode, waving to Avery as he went. Willow barely caught sight of the smirk her best friend shot her since she was too busy watching Finn’s ass as he walked away.

      “Would someone tell me who the hell that was already?” Nat asked, her voice sharp and exasperated.

      “Funny how he never did pick up that mysterious paper.” Mac glanced down at Willow with a smirk and plucked the cupcake box from the desk. “Let’s see what he brought. Ooh…gingerbread! Pretty sure The Sweet Spot only has that in—”

      “November,” Willow said, her mouth watering. Gingerbread was her absolute favorite, but it was a specialty cupcake the bakery only carried once a year. Which meant—

      “Swung by my ass,” Mac said. “Finn had to have placed a special order for these. That man is sweet on you, Willow Grace.”

      “Finn?” Natalie asked. “As in Griffin Thomas, one of the trouble twins, the guy who broke our dear sister’s heart and made our daddy nearly lose his ever-lovin’ mind? That Finn?”

      Mac inclined her head in acknowledgment. “The one and only.”

      It was a good thing Mac was speaking for Willow, because she was still stuck on the fact that this wasn’t a last-minute thing like Finn had made it out to be. He’d planned to get these for her. Had made a special effort to do so. On top of that, he’d had to have figured out they were her favorite in the first place.

      Damn. She was trying really hard not to swoon her pants off for her soon-to-bail-again ex-boyfriend, but it was getting harder and harder when he did things like this. Since their encounter at his bar, he’d done exactly what he’d promised her he would—he’d worked on showing her it was different this time. It’d started with a lunch of her favorite sandwiches magically appearing on her desk the following day when she hadn’t had time to run home for a break. And then he’d taken it upon himself to make sure those heavy as hell tables at the cafe stayed where they were supposed to, even though it’d been a constant fight up until then. Now, this. If she wasn’t careful, she’d be halfway to falling for him all over again just in time for him to leave.

      “Ho. Lee. Shit,” Natalie said. “I was gonna ask y’all about the rumor the Thomas boys bought the old soda fountain to renovate it, but I guess I don’t have to anymore.”

      “Who’d you hear that from?” Willow asked, finally finding her voice. She was pretty sure she already knew the answer, but it was an easy question to ask and one her sister would answer. Nat and Nash—the person currently helping Finn and Drew renovate—had been thick as thieves growing up. From what Willow knew, they’d stayed pretty close even as Natalie had traipsed all over the world the past several years. There was little doubt he’d been the one to fill in her sister, but Willow was desperate to keep the conversation from her and Finn.

      “Nash, obviously, and quit tryin’ to change the subject. My biggest concern when I called was finding out if Daddy was losing his shit over those two being back, but I think we have more important things to talk about. Like the fact that one of those boys just brought you cupcakes.”

      “Oh, he’s bringing her a helluva lot more than just cupcakes if you know what I mean,” Mac said, taking a huge bite of one of the caramel buttercream-topped beauties.

      “Is that right?” Nat narrowed her eyes at Willow. “Somethin’ you wanna tell me?”

      “Not particularly.”

      “Maybe it’d help if you were more specific in your questions, Nat,” Mac offered. The traitor. “Maybe askin’ if she’s been havin’ any secret sleepovers with a certain someone would get you further.”

      “I hate you,” Willow mumbled under her breath, elbowing Mac’s thigh.

      “No!” Nat’s eyes widened, and she shot forward, her face crowding the screen. “Oh my dear sweet sparkling baby Jesus in heaven, tell me everything!”

      Before Willow could even register they had company, Rory stepped into her office, followed by their momma and gran. “Tell you everything about what? And why don’t I ever get Skype calls? I never even get phone calls.”

      Willow snapped her head up and slammed her laptop shut, effectively cutting off Natalie’s call. There was absolutely no way she was going to let Nat stay on the line while her momma, gran, and the person set on this earth specifically for the task of making Willow look bad were in the room. Her youngest sister would shout out the details because she gave zero shits about that kind of thing, despite the fact that it wasn’t her story to tell.

      Willow would have to text her later and apologize, though she knew that wouldn’t suffice for long. Natalie would blow up Willow’s phone until she finally gave in and answered. And then the pestering wouldn’t stop until Willow spilled every dirty detail of what was happening, had happened, and what would happen between her and Finn.

      “Nothing. No one.” Willow pushed back her chair and stood, smoothing out her skirt. “Y’all ready to go?”

      Mac snorted quietly. Out of the side of her mouth, she whispered, “Smooth.”

      Willow elbowed her in the side and slipped around to the front of her desk, greeting her momma with a kiss on the cheek.

      Momma sighed. “I wish Nat would try to time her calls a little better so she could catch all of us. Honestly, that girl doesn’t think sometimes. If we hadn’t stopped over to see your daddy first, we could’ve chatted with her.”

      “Next time.” Willow grabbed her purse and shuffled in behind as her momma and sisters filtered out of her office, offering her elbow to her grandmother. “Hey, Gran,” she said, bending to press a kiss on her cheek.

      “Afternoon, honey.” Her grandmother wore a bedazzled track suit—she must’ve owned a dozen, each one more hideous than the last—her short, dark hair perfectly coiffed from the salon she went to every Monday, Wednesday, and Friday to get styled. As she looped her hand through Willow’s elbow, she pursed her lips. “Talked to Maxine earlier today.”

      Maxine, the owner of said salon, and her grandmother had been best friends for going on seventy years now. And Lord, were they trouble when they got together.

      “Oh, yeah? What’d she have to say?”

      She hummed low in her throat and slid a look at Willow out of the corner of her eye. “Apparently, one of the Thomas boys placed a special order for some of her granddaughter’s specialty cupcakes.”

      “Is that so?”

      “Mm-hmm. Say, wasn’t that a box of The Sweet Shop’s cupcakes on your desk?”

      Willow nearly swallowed her tongue, her heart speeding into a gallop. She’d been worried this whole time about Finn giving them away, but in the end, it’d come down to Willow turning as red as a tomato in front of her gran and spilling every single sordid detail.

      Gran tsked. “Need to give you some lessons on being discreet. For shit’s sake, girl, you might as well be wearing a billboard that says I’ve been up to no good.”

      Willow’s eyes grew wide, and she stumbled a bit as they made their way down the hallway toward the front door. The others led the way and were, thankfully, oblivious to their conversation. She opened and closed her mouth half a dozen times, but nothing came out. What the hell could she say, really?

      “See? That’s what I mean.” Gran shook her head. “Worst poker face I’ve ever seen in my life. And I’ve lived a long damn time, Willow Grace.”

      Willow swallowed. “I know you have, Gran.”

      “Yes, well. About time you got up to some nonsense. Last time was right about ten years ago if I remember right.” She shot Willow a side-eyed glance, even as Willow attempted to pretend this was fine. Totally fine. Completely, one hundred percent fine. “Oh, relax. I won’t tell your daddy. That son of mine could stand to get the two-by-four removed from his ass and have a little fun.” She patted Willow’s arm and gave her a wink. “Just stick with me, honey, and I’ll teach you a thing or two.”

      Of that Willow had no doubt.
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      Willow didn’t come out to Old Mill Road very often—or ever, really. Hadn’t had much of a reason to since Finn left. For one thing, it held a lot of memories she wasn’t sure she’d wanted to face. And for another, she was a grown woman, and if she wanted to see someone, she didn’t need to sneak out to the middle of nowhere to do so.

      Except that wasn’t exactly true now, was it?

      Because despite being a grown woman, she was still sneaking around with a Thomas boy while they got up to no good. Which was how she found herself leaning against the side of her car, watching the breathtaking rainbow of colors as the sun set. The comfort of it, even being out here in the middle of nowhere, was like a blanket wrapping around her.

      As soon as she’d slipped back into her office after lunch with her family, she’d sent a text to Finn, thanking him for his delivery and asking if he’d meet her later that night. She hadn’t heard back from him. For all she knew, he hadn’t even gotten her text or had no intention of—

      The rumbling of Finn’s borrowed truck on the deserted road cut off her thoughts. He brought it to a stop next to her car, the wheels kicking up a cloud of dust behind it. She couldn’t deny how relieved she was to see that beat-up truck. To see Finn slide out of the cab and stride straight toward her, his eyes dark and hungry.

      He stopped mere inches from her, his fresh scent invading her lungs as she inhaled deeply. His wet hair confirmed her suspicion that he’d just showered—a fact that, for some reason, just made her want to mess him all up.

      This was new territory for them—her making the first move. Asking him to come to her. And Finn proved that by standing there, so close to her but not touching, waiting for Willow.

      “Hi.” Groundbreaking conversationalist, she was.

      His lips quirked up at the side before he glanced around, taking in their remote location. “Been a long time since I’ve been out here,” he said.

      She looked around at the clearing, a quiet little spot they’d stumbled upon one night after a shift at the shelter. A small pond—one they’d swum in too many times to count—and an old, long-forgotten barn were the only interruptions in an otherwise giant swath of fields as far as the eye could see.

      “Me too.” It’d always been their special place, which was why she’d never shared its existence with another soul. Mac didn’t even know about it.

      Finn’s eyes darkened and dropped to her lips as he licked his. “And what made you want to come all the way out here tonight?”

      She lifted a shoulder. She couldn’t explain it, really. She’d just been feeling the urge to…be with him. Not sex—though that always crossed her mind—but be in his presence. Talk to him, learn the things she didn’t know, fill in the huge gap of time for which she had no reference. Not knowing how to put that into words, she said, “Just wanted to say thank you. For the cupcakes.”

      “Swinging into the bakery and grabbing them for you hardly constitutes all this fuss.”

      “Finn…”

      He mocked her tone. “Willow…”

      “C’mon now, don’t do that.” She reached out and wrapped her fingers around his wrist. “I know it was a bigger deal than you’re makin’ it out to be.”

      For a long moment, he stared at her thumb rubbing tiny circles along his inner wrist. Finally, he asked, “Are they your favorite?”

      “You know they are.”

      “Then it’s no big deal at all.” He stepped closer and wrapped an arm around her, bracing his hand at the small of her back. Lord, she got tingles every time he touched her. Tingles that zipped all through her body, pinging this way and that, before settling low in her belly. Building. Growing.

      “Why’d you ask me out here, Willowtree?”

      “I…I already told you. To thank you.”

      With his other hand, he cupped her neck, his thumb brushing maddeningly along the underside of her jaw. “Coulda done that in the text you sent tellin’ me to come here. Or you coulda stopped by the bar after work. You coulda done it a dozen different ways, but you didn’t.”

      She couldn’t very well tell him that besides wanting to be in his presence, she’d also hoped they could take advantage of the secluded location to sate the lust that’d overtaken her. While they’d gotten in some heavy making out and had rounded a few bases during all their sneaking around, the last time he’d been inside her had been that day in his bar. When he’d made her lose her mind right up against the wall. Made her lose her mind and crave him tenfold. The bastard.

      “I just… I—” She snapped her mouth closed, swallowing back the words. Saying all that was too much, made her feel too vulnerable when that was the last thing she wanted to feel around him. If this was going to work between them, she needed to stay one hundred percent in control.

      Something about her body language must’ve tipped him off, because instead of pressing, he simply dropped a soft, sweet kiss on her lips, then wrapped his arm around her shoulders and guided her toward the truck. “Sweet as this invitation was, I didn’t figure you planned to do much in that tiny toy car of yours.”

      “Hey, I like that tiny toy car.” She elbowed him in the side then glanced at her little Prius. It was perfect for tooling around town and getting her where she needed to go, but it wouldn’t serve Mr. Six-Foot-Two very well. And, truth be told, she hadn’t thought much past getting him out here so they could be alone. Some planner she was. “Though I guess you’re right…”

      “Good thing I thought ahead.” He dropped his arm from her shoulders and pulled down the tailgate. The bed of the truck was piled high with blankets and half a dozen pillows, a perfect, cozy nest. “What’d you say, Willowtree? Wanna look at some stars with me?”

      The words made her pause, made her heart skip a beat. They’d been the exact ones he’d said to her, in this exact location, more than a decade earlier. It’d been their first date, and she’d been such a mix of nerves and excitement, she’d been worried she’d throw up her lunch.

      Finn hadn’t had much money, and Willow hadn’t cared if they’d gone out to eat or to a movie like all her friends tended to do on their dates. Instead, he’d driven them around in his beat-up truck—one so decrepit, she’d prayed it would run long enough to get them back home safely—until they’d found this place. That decrepit truck had lasted dozens of times, taking them from town out to their little pocket of paradise and back again.

      Damn. This was bad. So bad. She could actually feel her walls crumbling. Cracks and fissures on every surface she’d erected around her heart. Trouble was, even though she knew it was bad, knew it was happening, she had no desire to stop it. She’d spent years feeling nothing more than a mere blip of attraction to a small handful of men. With Finn, it was different, a single star compared to the whole galaxy. It was intoxicating to feel this mix of desire and chemistry again.

      As long as she kept things on track, it’d be fine. As long as she kept reminding herself this was temporary, that Finn wasn’t there to stay—that their affair would end, again—she’d be fine.

      So she smiled up at him, dipping her chin in answer.

      “Attagirl.” He lifted her straight up into the truck bed before jumping in after her.

      “Awful cozy up here, Griffin Reilly.” She settled back against the pillows stacked along the cab of the truck, her legs stretched out in front of her. “What, exactly, were you plannin’ on gettin’ up to back here?”

      He lay next to her, the arm closest to her folded behind his head, as if offering his chest for her to snuggle into. Not that she was going to do that. Snuggling was something couples did, and that was one thing they definitely weren’t.

      “I’m not sure what you’re insinuatin’, Miss Haven. I’d only planned to look at the stars.” He pointed to the sky and twirled his finger in an unknown pattern. “Thought we might try to make some dirty pictures out of what we see.”

      She laughed and followed where he pointed. “That sounds more in line with what I know of you.”

      He gasped, dropping his hand to his chest as if he were affronted by her words. “Me? You’re the one who came out here with plans to…what? No blankets in your car, no pillows, no picnic basket, or iPod to listen to.” He leaned close, dipping his head down to whisper into her ear. “Were you hoping I’d fuck you up against that tree, or that I’d send you to your knees in the field and take you from behind?”

      Sweet Lord in heaven, his words did nothing to abate the burning low in her belly, the ache that’d settled permanently between her legs. She tried not to let her reaction show when she said, “Actually, I thought we might go for a swim.”

      Finn hummed, not moving his mouth from her ear, and the sound sent ripples of need down her spine. “Pity. I didn’t bring a swimsuit.”

      Funny. Neither did she. They never did—hadn’t since the first time they’d done it.

      She turned her head so they were nose-to-nose, his warm breath whispering across her lips. “Since when has that stopped you?”

      He reached up and brushed her hair away from her face, then trailed a single finger from her temple to her jaw. Leaning in, he nuzzled her neck. “You know what’s funny? Everyone thinks you’re so innocent, but really you’re a terrible influence on me.”

      She laughed, and he joined along, his puffs of breath tickling her collarbone. When he didn’t respond to her original request, she pulled back so he’d lift his head, their noses once again brushing. “So? You gonna let me be a terrible influence on you and drag you skinny-dippin’ with me?”

      The look he pinned her with said if they did this, they’d be doing a whole lot more than skinny-dipping when they got in that water.

      Which was exactly what she’d been hoping for.
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      It was almost midnight before Willow got home, so late the thought that she needed to sneak in to the guesthouse didn’t even enter her mind. She slipped out of her car, shut the door, and stepped onto the front walk, head down as she smiled to herself, remembering the feel of Finn’s arms around her, his whispered words as he’d taken her in the water under the moonlight.

      “Awful late night, honey.”

      Willow jolted, her head snapping up. Her grandmother sat in one of the beat-up rockers she and Mac had purchased for their tiny excuse for a porch, wearing her housecoat and a pair of scuffed slippers.

      “Gran! You scared the livin’ daylights out of me.”

      “Mm-hmm, and I’m sure you bein’ jumpy has nothin’ to do with you bein’ up to no good tonight, isn’t that right?”

      Willow’s face heated, not only from the thoughts that’d just been running through her mind, but from what she’d gotten up to in those thoughts. “What? I wasn’t—”

      “There a storm somewhere in the county I didn’t hear about?” Gran scanned Willow from head to toe, making her feel like she was standing there naked instead of fully clothed. “Better question, if there was, how are your clothes dry, but every other part of you is soaked to the bone? Your hair is positively dripping.”

      Willow reached up and patted the wet strands. Soaked, indeed. That was because, as prepared as Finn had been, he hadn’t thought to bring towels. And as they’d already established, Willow hadn’t thought to bring anything but herself. She was a mess. A completely sated, blissed-out mess. “Umm…”

      “Mr. Thomas must give out some excellent cupcakes to deal with all this nonsense.”

      Willow choked on a laugh, her eyes bulging as she stared at her grandmother. There was little doubt cupcakes was a euphemism for Finn’s dick—something she definitely didn’t want to discuss with her grandmother, for heaven’s sake.

      “Oh, honey, I’m old, not dead. And that’s one fine-lookin’ man you’ve got there.” She pushed to stand and shuffled her way to Willow, patting her arm as she passed.

      The path between here and her parents’ house was well lit, so she wasn’t worried about Gran finding her way. Still, she said, “You want me to walk you over?”

      But Gran just waved a dismissive hand over her shoulder. “Don’t worry about me. Go on in, now, before your daddy comes out lookin’ for me. And dry that hair before you catch a cold.”

      Willow stood rooted in place, staring after her grandmother until she slipped into her parents’ house, and Willow was out there all by herself. Even though Mac and Avery—and, shit, now Nat—knew about this thing she had going with Finn, she couldn’t deny it felt kind of…nice…to have someone else in on it. Especially when that someone else encouraged the madness.

      What was it her gran had said earlier? It was about time Willow had gotten up to some nonsense? She couldn’t agree more.
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      The long days were starting to wear on Finn. Not to mention the bullshit they continued to put up with thanks to the bastard of a mayor. They’d failed the inspections more times than he could count. So much even Nash, Mr. Easygoing himself, was starting to get pissed.

      To make up for the missed time, they’d been busting their asses. Up and working by six a.m., if not earlier, and if he was lucky, he dragged his ass up to the apartment around eight in the evening. Fourteen-hour-plus days of manual labor really sucked the life out of a person. And he was cranky as hell about it.

      He and Nash had cut out early since they’d be back later that evening for a quick meeting with Rory. It’d been divine intervention that he and Nola had run into her those weeks ago at the hardware store, because she’d taken it upon herself to help them out of the goodness of her heart. Bossy thing that she was, she’d turned out to be a godsend for them—not only did she know what she was doing, but she was helping them out for free. Which, in Finn’s book, made her damn near an angel, despite the fact that she was definitely a devil to work with.

      An incoming text buzzed on Finn’s phone. Rory. Got the samples in. 8 still work for y’all?

      Finn typed out a quick reply in the affirmative as he walked out of his bedroom. Drew sat on the couch, typing away on his laptop.

      “Rory’s comin’ by at eight to show us materials or whatever.” Finn bypassed him and headed straight for the kitchen to throw together a sandwich. “If we still plan to have the soft opening right around the Fourth of July parade, we need to get our asses in gear pickin’ out this shit.”

      Drew grunted. “We’d be a helluva lot further if Dick would stop with all the damn roadblocks.”

      He wasn’t wrong. Every single one of them had about had it with the mayor. “Luckily, we’ve got Nash on our side. That guy can find his way out of any bit of trouble.”

      “Trouble in the form of an asshole mayor with a grudge. If Dick had it his way, we’d have been long gone by now.”

      Finn didn’t have to look up to know Drew was staring in his direction; he could feel it. There’d been an unspoken agreement to leave the whole when are we leaving conversation alone. And while Finn had made the decision that it’d take an act of God to get him to leave again, he hadn’t exactly filled his twin in on it. Though, with the connection they shared, Finn would be surprised if Drew didn’t already know, or at least have an idea of what was coming.

      “Luckily Dick doesn’t always get his way.” He finished off his sandwich in four bites. “I’m gonna call Willow—see if she wants to come over.”

      Drew narrowed his eyes as Finn strolled back toward his bedroom. “Tell me one thing.”

      “Yeah.”

      “Do I need to start figuring out how to get Momma and all our shit back here?”

      Finn could lie to his brother, pretend he hadn’t already made up his mind. But what was the point? Drew would see through it in a heartbeat. Besides, they’d made it a point their whole lives to cut the bullshit and just go with the truth. “Probably.”

      Drew hummed low in his throat, as if he wasn’t at all surprised. “Good thing I already got started, then, huh?”

      “Knew I kept you around for a reason.” Finn smiled at the back of Drew’s head, then continued on to his room. A weight had been lifted off his chest now that his brother knew his plans. And though they’d never been more than ten miles apart their whole lives, he couldn’t deny how relieved he was to know Drew would move back to Havenbrook simply on Finn’s desire to do so. His brother could be a real pain in his ass some days, but the truth was Finn would be lost without him.

      Once in his room, Finn dropped onto his bed, crooking his arm beneath his head as he dialed Willow’s number.

      After three rings, she finally picked up. “This is Willow.”

      He dropped his voice, letting it come out as a low rumble. “What’re you wearing?”

      She gasped then covered it with a cough. “What can I help you with, Miss Mable?”

      “Miss Mable, huh? Last time I checked, my dick was still attached.”

      “I…I’m certain that’s true.”

      He smiled at her overly formal tone, something she definitely never used with him. “You got someone with you right now?”

      “That’s right.”

      “Hmmm…” Finn’s smile grew. “This could be fun.”

      “I’m not so sure about that.”

      “No? Is it your daddy right there next to you?”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      He chuckled low. She’d be pissed as hell at him for this, but the opportunity was too good to pass up. “Hey, sweetness. You remember the other night when you rode me in the cab of my pickup because you couldn’t wait to get to my place? Just straddled me right there and slid me nice and deep…”

      Her breath hitched, loud enough that he caught it through the phone. “I…may recall that.”

      He reached down and cupped himself through his jeans, rubbing his hand over his hardening cock. “Mmm…then you probably remember how you came all over me too, huh? Shuddered and shook and groaned right into my mouth while your pussy squeezed the life outta my cock.”

      Her breaths panted into the phone before she cleared her throat. “I’m sorry, Miss Mable, but I’m going to have to get back to you on that.”

      “Get back to me about it tonight. Come over.”

      “I’ll try.”

      “Good, I wanna get your opinion on the stain samples for the floor.”

      A short pause. “Oh, I see.”

      His lips crooked up on the side. She loved his words as much as she hated them. “And, hey.”

      “Yes, ma’am?”

      “I want a replay of the other night. Need you again, Willowtree.”

      The smile in her tone carried through the phone line. “I…I’ll see what I can do.”

      Then the line went dead, and all Finn could do was hope she’d show a little mercy to him and sneak by his place for some fun.
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      Hours later, Finn didn’t even let Willow get through the door to his apartment before he pounced. Thankfully, Drew had made a quick run to the store so he could be spared their show, but Finn wouldn’t have stopped even if his brother had been sitting right in front of them. It didn’t matter if it’d been days or hours since he’d last had Willow in his arms; the urge to be with her again, to feel her under his hands, was too strong to do anything but take.

      Willow dropped her purse on the floor just inside the door and looped her hands around his neck as he rained kisses along hers. “This isn’t exactly what I came over here for. Thought you needed my opinion on stain for the floors downstairs?”

      He walked her backward to his bedroom, stumbling only a little along the way. Once inside, he kicked the door shut, then reached back to tug off his shirt. “I do. Later.” He peeled off her dress in one fluid motion and tossed it to the side, his eyes hungrily taking in every inch of her. Jesus, he could look at her every single day and never get tired of the view.

      After shucking the rest of his clothing, he dropped to his bed. Lying on his back, he patted his chest. “Right now, I want you to come on up here and sit on my face.”

      “Finn!” Her shocked declaration screamed offense, but it didn’t stop her from shimmying out of those barely there panties or slipping off her bra. Also didn’t stop her from climbing up the bed, her hands running up the length of his thighs as she went, her breath hot on his already aching cock.

      He swallowed, the sight of her lips so close to his erection making it twitch. “Thought you were gonna work that pussy over on my tongue.”

      “I never said that.” She wrapped her fingers around his shaft. Flicked her tongue along the underside of his cock, making his whole body jolt with need. “Maybe I wanna have a little fun with you first.”

      She went straight in for the kill, engulfing his cock without any lead-in. He groaned, long and low, when she sucked him deep into her hot little mouth, swirling her tongue around the head in some kind of mind-blowing move designed to make him damn near lose consciousness.

      He swept his fingers into her hair, pulling it back from her face so he could watch himself disappear between those ruby red lips. Her and that heaven-sent mouth drove him out of his ever-loving mind. Forgetting himself for a moment, he thrust up off the bed, his cock going deeper into her mouth as she locked her eyes with his. Christ, the sight alone was enough to get him off, but combined with the way she gripped the base of his erection, how she caressed his balls with her other hand, he’d be lucky if he lasted three minutes before shooting off down her throat.

      He needed a distraction. He needed her.

      “C’mon, Willowtree.” Finn reached out, like he could extend his arm far enough to touch her thighs. Guide her straight up to straddle his face. “Why don’t you come on up here and let me have a taste.”

      She hummed low in her throat, the sound vibrating along his length and nearly making him see stars.

      “Jesus, sweetness, don’t do shit like that. Gonna make me come before I give you yours.”

      Willow sucked up the length of him before releasing his cock with a pop, replacing her mouth with her hands, and giving him the sexiest devil-smile he’d ever seen. “Maybe that’s exactly what I want.”

      He breathed out a laugh, pressing his head back into the pillow and squeezing his eyes shut when she swept her thumb along the underside of his cock and over the head. “C’mon now, you know that’s not how it works here. You get yours first, always.” His voice was low, gritty. Barely in control. Well, if he had to fight dirty, he would. He wanted her to come on his tongue, and he wanted it immediately. “Don’t think I haven’t seen you squirming. I know your pussy’s wet. Aching. You’re just dying to slide your hand between your legs and finger that little clit, aren’t you? Come on up here and let me take care of it for you.”

      His words had the desired effect on her. Her lips parted, her eyes going glassy, and that tight ass of hers wriggled and swayed like she was trying to relieve the pressure between her legs. And then…thank the sweet Lord…she climbed up the length of his body, twisted around, and straddled his face. Lowering that dripping pussy right over his mouth.

      “Christ, did sucking me off get you this wet?” He gripped her hips and lifted his head to take a swipe through her slit, licking up all that delicious sweetness.

      She moaned, her hand stalling on his cock as she focused on her own pleasure. “That, and a certain phone call may have started me on this path.”

      “Mmm…then I’m gonna have to call you more often.”

      “Don’t—” She gasped as he sucked her clit between his lips and pumped a finger into her. “Don’t…don’t stop…”

      He smiled around her, certain that wasn’t what she’d been planning to say, but he couldn’t say he minded. Having her so lost to her pleasure she couldn’t throw up future roadblocks was just fine with him. Once again, she engulfed his cock in her mouth, deep suction interspersed with throaty moans.

      From somewhere in the distance, he thought he heard his phone going off with an incoming call, but it was hard to tell with Willow’s hips rocking over his face and her thighs pressed so tightly to his ears.

      Even if it was, he sure as hell wasn’t going to answer.

      He doubled down on his efforts, sucking her harder, faster, pumping his fingers into her deeper. Driving her further and further toward the edge he knew she was close to falling over.

      On a strong pull of her clit between his lips, she gasped, tossing her head back and pumping his cock with her hand instead of her mouth. “Finn…Finn.”

      What he wouldn’t give to hear that every night for the rest of his life. She sucked him deep again, moaning around his length…and this time, he was certain it’d been his phone before, as a couple beeps sounded, indicating a missed message.

      Attempting to ignore it, he focused all his efforts on her, but it wasn’t two minutes before his fucking phone went off again with another text. He wouldn’t have cared, but every time that damn sound rang through the room, Willow’s once strung-tight body relaxed, like she’d been nearly to the top of that mountain and had slid back down halfway, only to have to climb again. On the fourth trill—and subsequently, the fourth time Willow’s body lost the tension of her near-release—he growled and rolled her off him before flipping around and planting himself between her thighs.

      “Finn, what— Oh Lord, keep doing that. Yes…” She spread her legs wide and reached down, sliding her fingers into his hair and holding on for dear life.

      Slipping his fingers inside her, he pumped and curled them, searching for the spot he knew would make her scream. On a soft stroke, she gasped, her hips arching off the bed, and he knew he had it. So he exploited the hell out of it as he flicked his tongue against her clit. None of this slow buildup anymore. His goal was to get her to come before his damn phone went off again.

      And she did.

      When he sucked her clit between his lips and stroked that spot inside her, she held him close, her moans a high crescendo as she nearly pulled out his hair and pulsed against his tongue. Jesus, was there anything better than making his girl come?

      Well, possibly having said girl acknowledge that she was, in fact, his. But other than that, he wasn’t so sure anything could beat it.

      With a final brush of his lips against her pussy, he climbed up the length of her body, leaving kisses everywhere he could reach, stopping to spend a few solid minutes with her breasts because it’d been at least a day since he’d seen them and that was entirely too long in his book.

      “How do you always do that?” she asked, still breathless from her release.

      “Do what?” He brushed his lips against one of her hardened nipples while she squirmed.

      “Turn things around. I wanted to drive you crazy for once, and yet I’m still the one who ended up on her back, blissed out of my mind.”

      Finn could only stare at her for a moment, shocked into silence. Didn’t she realize? She drove him crazy every minute—every second—of the day, and she was worried he never was?

      “Don’t you know by now you—” His phone trilled again, three beeps, one right after another. He growled, irritation getting the best of him as he snatched his phone from the makeshift nightstand—okay, TV tray. “Should’ve turned this goddamn thing off.”

      “Must be somethin’ important. Missing out on a hot date?”

      He raised an eyebrow as he slid his hand up her leg, tickling his fingers on the underside of her knee. “Not unless we were supposed to be on one and you didn’t tell me.”

      She smiled then, a soft one meant just for him, and relaxed back against the bed. The sooner he dealt with whatever issue this was, the sooner he could be inside her.

      He checked his notifications, finding a missed call and voice mail from Rory, followed by five texts. Swearing under his breath, he unlocked his screen and pulled up the messages.

      Hey, I left you a voice mail as well, but I need to move up the meet time because the school’s putting together a last-minute bake sale fundraiser to help cover the Crawleys’ medical expenses from that horrible car accident. Poor family just can’t catch a break. I’d like to whip up as many things as I can to help. Can y’all do 6:30 instead?

      Finn glanced at the clock. Shit, that was in fifteen minutes. He quickly scrolled through the other messages.

      Can you confirm, please?

      Hello?

      Honestly, I hope your building isn't on fire or anything. I don’t want to leave y’all in a lurch, but this fundraiser’s important. I need to know if 6:30 works, or I have to cancel completely.

      That’ll throw off your construction timeline completely, btw, but it’s up to y’all.

      “Shit.” Finn ran his hands through his hair then grabbed his discarded clothes from the varying corners of his room.

      “You’re leaving?” Willow propped herself up on her elbows, her face a mask of disbelief. And, sweet Jesus in heaven, the sight of her spread out like that, her breasts bouncing with every subtle movement, nearly did him in. He had half a mind to text Rory and tell her to fuck off—nicely, of course—and spend the rest of the evening with his cock buried inside Willow.

      But he had to go be an adult. An adult with a raging case of blue balls.

      “Your sister’s kind of a tyrant.” He pulled up his jeans, letting them hang on his hips, before slipping on his T-shirt. “If her interior skills weren't so good, I’d never continue working with her.”

      “My sis—what?”

      “I mean, I know she’s always been bossy, but she’s taking this bar design thing to a whole new level.”

      “She does what now?”

      Finn glanced up at her as he buttoned his fly. “She’s been helping with the design of the bar since our dumb asses didn’t think to hire someone. Honestly, she’s been sort of a godsend, the tyrant bit notwithstanding. She didn’t tell you?”

      Willow barked out a laugh and grabbed her proffered dress from Finn. “No. And she wouldn’t. Wouldn’t want anything to taint her perfect Rory image.”

      It took him a minute to figure out why working on a design would taint anything, but when the answer came, it was like a punch to the chest. “Ahh, and workin’ with the Thomas boys will do just that. Got it.” One would think after all this time, after making something of themselves and using what they now had to the betterment of the town, they wouldn’t still be reduced to the damn Thomas boys, said with such derision. That they wouldn’t be reduced simply to the trouble twins.

      “Hey…” Willow must’ve heard the frustration in his voice, because she stopped the hunt for her panties and came over to him, sliding her hands up his chest and locking her fingers behind his neck. “In the eyes of Daddy? Yes. And you remember how Rory was back then, don’t you? A daddy-pleaser to a fault. She hasn’t changed—if anything, she’s gotten worse.”

      Finn didn’t know if Willow was just placating him, or if she spoke the truth, but he let her words soothe him as he gripped her hips, his cock twitching when he didn’t come across any panty lines. “Aren’t you always telling me she’s constantly lookin’ to catch you doing something wrong?”

      “Yeah. I swear I think it’s her life’s mission some days.”

      “Well…” He leaned down and pressed a kiss to her lips. “Now’s your chance to return the favor.”

      “How do you mean?”

      “Since she didn’t tell you she was helpin’ out, I’m guessing it’s because she doesn’t want you to know. And she’ll be here in ten minutes…”

      Willow’s eyes widened, then a knowing grin spread across her face. “You’re a genius.”

      When she let go of him and strode toward her panties, he caught her hand to stop her. “Leave ’em off.”

      She breathed out a laugh, glancing back at him over her shoulder. “You can’t possibly be serious.”

      He tugged her back until she stood in front of him. Placed her hand over his aching cock. “I’m still hard for you, Willowtree. Won’t you give me this one tiny thing?”

      Finn knew the moment he had her. Her shoulders relaxed, and she melted into him a little, her hand gently stroking against the fly of his jeans.

      “You, sir, are definitely the bad influence, not me.”

      “You love it.”

      For the first time in way too damn long, the look she gave him said she might not just yet, but maybe…maybe someday she could.

      And for now, someday was enough.
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      Willow stood in the corner of the open space as Nola, Drew, and Finn all conferred about deadlines and schedules and shipments and everything that still needed to happen before the soft opening around the Fourth of July. She stood off to the side because, for one thing, it wasn’t her venture. For another, she didn’t know a single thing about what they were talking about. But mostly it was because she wasn’t wearing panties under her dress, and that somehow made her feel naked, even though she was perfectly covered. Never mind the fact that her body still tingled from Finn’s ministrations, and even though she’d already come, she still ached with need for him. She’d never felt like this before, had never had this unquenchable thirst with any of her past lovers. But, then again, nothing was ever quite like it’d been with Finn.

      And that had always been the problem.

      “Honestly, I can handle everything just fine, thank you very much.” The voice of a snooty princess dialed up to eleven echoed through the space as the back door swung open. Apparently, Rory had arrived.

      She stepped into the room, followed closely by Nash, who seemed to ignore her completely and take most of the oversized samples from her arms.

      “Didn’t you listen to a word I said?”

      “Sure did.”

      Rory huffed. “Oh, really? Then why did you—”

      “Y’all about ready to get this started?” Nash called to the trio of owners by the newly completed bar top.

      “That was rude, Nash King.” Rory swept past him, shoulder checking him in the chest as she went. “And I won’t forget it.”

      “Don’t imagine you will.” He swept out his hand in a gesture that said the floor was all hers. “If you’re ready, princess.”

      From Willow’s place off to the side, she could just make out her sister’s narrowed eyes and stifled a laugh. Rory didn’t take well to people talking back to her, and Willow loved Nash all the more that he couldn’t seem to care less.

      “There a problem, y’all?” Nola asked.

      Rory plastered on a smile. “No, no problem at all.” She strode to where Finn, Drew, and Nola all stood, seeming to ignore Nash completely as he hung back, his arms folded over his chest. “All right, now I know y’all are on a tight timeline, so I only focused on products that aren’t special order to speed up delivery times.” She grabbed a few pieces from the stack Nash had dropped off and arranged them on the bar top. “It’s a shame because doing so cut our choices down quite a bit, but I think—” Rory broke off when her eyes finally landed on Willow. “Will, what—”

      Four heads swiveled in her direction, Nash being the only other one who didn’t already know she was there. She pushed off from the wall and strolled over to the bar, surveying the products on display. Dammit, Rory was good at design, if her thoughtful choices were any indication. Couldn’t she be bad at anything?

      “Well, hey, Rory. Fancy meetin’ you here.”

      “What—” Rory cleared her throat, ran a hand down the wrinkle-free silk of her camisole, and darted her eyes to their audience before snapping them back to Willow. “Could I speak with you for a moment, please?”

      Without waiting for Willow’s answer, Rory grabbed her by the elbow and tugged her into a corner out of earshot from the others as they all looked on with amused expressions. Finn shot her a wink and a smile before turning around and responding to something Drew had said.

      “This isn’t what it looks like,” Rory said, hand smoothing over her perfect chignon.

      Willow raised a brow. “No? So it’s not you helping out the owners of Havenbrook’s very first bar, somethin’ Daddy would absolutely despise?”

      “What? No, never. I’m here…” She trailed off then leaned closer, her voice dropping low. “Well, I’m here keepin’ an eye on things for him, actually. He asked me to—”

      “Cut the shit, Rory. Finn already told me.”

      She froze and blinked, either from Willow’s choice of language or what she’d revealed. Finally, Rory huffed and crossed her arms. “All right then, you caught me. But that doesn’t answer the question of what, exactly, you’re doing here.”

      “You’re right, it doesn’t. But you’ve always been the smart one, so I’m sure you can figure it out.”

      Rory glanced over Willow’s shoulder toward Finn, a single, perfectly shaped brow lifting in question. “Have to say I’m surprised you’re okay with me knowing about that. You don’t exactly share things freely with me.”

      Willow would have to be oblivious not to hear the hurt in her sister’s voice, but she’d played this game too many times before to fall for it. She snorted and rolled her eyes. “And I wonder why that is, Miss Perfect. Sisterly bonds never meant much to you so long as whatever dirt you had on us got you in Daddy’s good graces. I can’t count the number of times you tattled on the three of us. And it looks like that’s comin’ back to bite you in the ass.”

      Rory’s back went ramrod straight. “Wait just a second, now. You don’t have to go tellin’ Daddy.”

      “I suppose I don’t. But in that same breath, neither do you. Mutually assured destruction is so sisterly, don’t you think?”

      “You can’t ask me to lie to Daddy.”

      “No? Great, then I’m sure he’ll be very happy to learn his eldest and most perfect daughter’s been helping his nemesis and the rest of the people he thinks will ruin his fine town. Can’t wait to tell him all about it!” Willow spun around, her sights on the door, though she hoped with everything she had Rory would stop her. Tattling on her sisters wasn’t her style, but if she had to use it for leverage to get Rory to agree not to do the same, then so be it.

      She wasn’t quite ready for her daddy to find out what she’d been getting up to with Finn again. Not when they were so close to the Fourth of July parade and her big yearly event. Not when he’d finally given her praise. Not when he was close to finally recognizing her worth around town, seeing that she brought something of value to their namesake. In her daddy’s eyes, being tangled up with Finn would only damage that, despite the fact that she’d been doing her job just fine.

      Rory didn’t let her get three steps before she wrapped her fingers around Willow’s arm and tugged her back. “Fine. But if I’m gonna be lyin’ to Daddy, then I better get somethin’ else outta this.”

      It was probably too much to ask that her sister just do it out of the goodness of her heart. She’d participate in every fundraiser under the sun, be the first to pass around a get-well card or send a casserole over to a new momma, but she didn’t have quite the same generosity toward her sisters. Baby steps, and all that.

      “Bonding with your sister isn’t enough?”

      Rory rolled her eyes. “You know what I mean. Just…we can help each other, all right? Cover for each other, maybe, if we need to.”

      Willow tried and failed to keep her mouth from dropping open. “You, Aurora Jane, first daughter of Mayor Richard Haven of Havenbrook, want to strike up…a lying bargain?”

      “Well, you don’t have to make it sound so scandalous. I just thought—”

      “Deal.” Willow grabbed Rory’s hand and shook it before she could offer any stipulations. “Fair warning: I’m telling Mac.”

      “That’s not fair!”

      “Why not? You’re going to tell Sean. I don’t have a husband, so Mac it is.”

      Rory’s body language went cold as she snapped her mouth shut and averted her eyes.

      Odd. “Hey, is everything—”

      “Fine, you can tell Mac. But absolutely not Nat. I have to draw the line somewhere. Girl’s got a mouth bigger than an eighteen-wheeler, and she doesn’t care who knows her business—or ours.”

      “Agreed.”

      With a clipped nod, Rory stalked back toward the group waiting by the bar, immediately diving into a spiel about stone samples for the front of the bar surround and matching it with an accent wall to give it a nice pop.

      Well, that was easier than she’d thought it’d be. Half of her expected Rory to recant on their agreement and run off midsentence, straight to their parents’ house, and spill everything that’d make Willow’s life a living hell. But she was going on a bit of blind faith here. This was a chance for her and Rory to grow closer, and she got the distinct feeling her sister needed it even more than she did.

      As Rory spoke, Willow sidled up next to Finn, no longer able to deny the relief she felt whenever another person found out about the two of them. It made her giddy…and a little foolish. Reaching out, she hooked her finger around his pinkie. He slid her a look, his lips tipping up at the corners at what could be considered the subtlest touch by anyone’s definition. But to Willow, her pinkie hooked in his felt like a proclamation from a mountaintop.

      She wasn’t quite ready for that. Wasn’t sure she’d ever be. Not when Finn was still leaving and heading back to California. But maybe it was okay in this small circle of people—people Finn trusted. And if Willow couldn’t trust her sister to have her back, she had more problems than the fury her daddy would rain down on her if he ever found out she was tangled up with one of the Thomas boys again.

      Rory glanced over then, cutting off midsentence as her eyes dipped to where Willow’s finger was hooked in Finn’s. For the briefest moment, Willow swore she saw longing cross her sister’s face. A second later, the perfect Rory mask was back in place, and all was right in the world.
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      Willow sat on her parents’ back porch swing, her sisters flanking her. They’d gotten a bit of a reprieve from the heat wave, and a nice breeze—warm as it was—made the evening June air almost tolerable, especially with the chorus of cicadas singing and frogs croaking, the sounds of her childhood making her feel at home. Their weekly family dinners were as carved in stone as the girls’ lunches, and the four of them—three, now that Nat had left—had always sat outside after supper and cleanup. It’d been the one time they felt close, even if they weren’t.

      After a few moments, Mac finally broke the silence. “Can’t quite figure it out, Rory.”

      Rory stiffened but kept on her calm-as-a-cucumber mask. “What’s that?”

      Mac leaned forward so she could see Rory around Willow. “Why you’re helpin’ the Thomas boys. And don’t worry—I’m not gonna rat you out.” Mac rolled her eyes as though the idea were ridiculous. Which it was, especially from Mac—she was the most loyal person Willow had ever known.

      Rory was quiet for a minute, just the creaking of the porch swing filling the silence. “I’m… I’ve been thinkin’ about maybe using my degree.”

      Willow snapped her head to stare at her sister in shock. Yes, Rory had gone off to college to get a degree, but Willow had always assumed it had just been for show. That her sister had no real desire to do anything but be the perfect wife and mother—something she was exceptionally good at. “You have? Since when?”

      Rory shrugged, keeping her gaze straight ahead. “Couple years.”

      “Years?” Mac asked, astonishment ringing in her voice.

      “Since Ella started school and I didn’t need to be around as much. But I—” Rory snapped her mouth shut and shook her head.

      Willow glanced back at Mac and gave her a what the hell look because you could about knock her over with a feather. She’d never in a million years dreamed her sister would actually be longing for something. Just went to show not everything was always as it seemed. Mac just shrugged and shook her head in response.

      Willow turned back to her older sister. “Well, I think it’s…”

      “Dumb,” Rory said. “It’s dumb.”

      Willow reached out and placed her hand on her sister’s arm. “No, Rory. I don’t think it’s dumb at all. I think it’s great.”

      Rory twisted her head in Willow’s direction, her mouth dropped open. “You do?”

      “I really do. From what I’ve seen at Finn’s, you’re good at it—really good at it. And it’s about time you did something just for yourself.” Willow’d always thought Rory had felt completely fulfilled being a wife and mother, but maybe that hadn’t been it at all. Maybe her sister longed for things she didn’t think she could have…just like everyone else.

      Mac leaned forward to peek around Willow. “Have you talked to Sean about it?”

      Rory straightened, her lips pressing into a tight line. “No. Which is why I’d appreciate it if this could stay between the three of us.”

      Willow and Mac exchanged another look—they’d definitely be talking about this once they got home. But for now, Mac answered for them both. “As long as you’ve got Willow’s back, we’ve got yours.”

      That look of longing Willow swore she’d seen on Rory’s face at the bar swept over her features once again. “You two always were the closest, weren’t you? I know you think I’m impossible most of the time, but it was tough growin’ up as the oldest. Tryin’ so hard to please Daddy when he wanted somethin’ I could never be. No matter how many tests I aced or how many trophies I brought home, he’d never get his boy.” She kept her gaze on her leg as it pushed off the porch, gently rocking them back and forth. “Sometimes I wonder if I went from one overbearing, insensitive know-it-all to another.”

      Without trying to give away how shocked she was, Willow slid Mac a look out of the corner of her eye. Her younger sister shrugged, clearly at a loss, same as Willow. She’d always assumed her sister and brother-in-law’s marriage was perfect, just like everything else in Rory’s life. But maybe Willow had been so busy wanting to see that perfection so she could hold a grudge that she hadn’t really paid attention to what was there.

      “Is everything okay between you and Sean?”

      Just as fast as the conversation started, it ended. “What? Of course. Everything’s just fine. You know who you should be worryin’ about is Trish Parkins. Poor girl’s workin’ three jobs just to keep a roof over their heads while her deadbeat husband drinks all day. Honestly—”

      Willow tuned out as Rory expertly shifted the focus from herself to others who seemingly had more problems weighing them down. And now that Willow really thought about it, her older sister did that an awful lot. Maybe she wasn’t the annoying gossip Willow assumed she was. Maybe she was just as confused and lost as the rest of them but was desperate not to show it to anyone.

      Honestly, Willow was…relieved. For the first time in as long as she could remember, she finally felt a connection with her older sister. Rory didn’t have it all together? Welcome to the club. Willow might as well be president.
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      Willow sat in her office the following week, sorting through the mess of papers her daddy had piled on her head. Like she didn’t have enough to do, now that they were mere days away from the Fourth of July parade. But, like always, Willow took the extra load with a smile and shuffled everything else around so she could make it work. She always, always made it work.

      A knock sounded at the outer office door, then the quiet rumbling of voices between Avery and whoever had come in, but Willow was too lost in her spreadsheet to pay much attention. She had a tight budget to work with for any and all events, and the parade was no exception. No matter how she crunched these numbers, she was still coming out in the red. Which meant she’d have to dip into her own money to foot the bill for some of the items. Again.

      “Looks like someone has a secret admirer.” Avery strolled into Willow’s office, a gorgeous arrangement of Stargazer lilies hiding her face. She set the vase on the corner of Willow’s desk and raised her eyebrow. “You decide to go public?”

      Willow’s heart skipped a beat before tumbling into a gallop, her stomach bottoming out over the prospect of her and Finn’s pseudo-relationship getting out. “What? No. No, we—” She shook her head and snatched the card from the arrangement.

      It didn’t say anything—it was simply a rough sketch of a willow tree. And while there weren’t any words written on the white notecard to give away who the sender was, it might as well have been an ad in the newspaper for as loud as it screamed to her.

      “Finn?” Avery asked, slipping around the side of Willow’s desk to peek at the card.

      “Ohh…what a pretty arrangement!” Edna, their mail carrier, stepped into Willow’s office and handed Avery the stack of envelopes. “I didn’t know you were seein’ anyone, Miss Willow.”

      “What? Oh, I’m not. It’s just—”

      “Oh my heavens, that’s even better! A secret admirer. How lovely!” She braced her hand on Willow’s desk and leaned forward, her eyes sparkling with interest. “Do you know who it might be?”

      If Rory was a gossip princess, then Edna was the queen. The woman spread it around their town like bees spread pollen. There was no way in hell Willow was giving her even an ounce of information. Thankfully, her best friend was well aware of the gossip title Edna held. She was also a master at diversion.

      “That sounds like that Hallmark movie you were telling me about last week.” Avery stepped around the desk and placed her hands on Edna’s shoulders, turning her around and directing her out of the office. “What was the title of that one again? Maybe I’ll watch it tonight.”

      Willow breathed out a sigh of relief as Avery diverted Edna’s attention. The gossip queen and Avery chatted for several minutes about some romantic comedy while Willow just sat and stared at the drawing on the card, her fingertip running over the slight indentation from the pen.

      She’d thought she and Finn had a good thing going. While it wasn’t ideal, it worked for them. And it worked for her, which, to be honest, was her top priority after how their first relationship had ended. She didn’t think Finn had minded the sneaking around, but if this was anything to go by, he did. Or, worse, he just didn’t care that she cared. She’d told him point-blank they needed to be discreet if they were going to start something, and he’d readily agreed. So much for that promise.

      The more she thought about it, the more hurt she got. It was like he was playing with her all over again. By the time Avery stepped back into Willow’s office, she was good and frustrated.

      “I can’t believe he did this.”

      Avery snorted. “Yeah, what an ass. Sending you flowers. You want me to key his car?”

      Normally, Avery’s sense of humor could defuse even the tensest situations, but Willow didn’t want to hear it now. “You know that’s not what this is about. He’s not supposed to be spreadin’ it all around town.”

      “I hardly think sending you flowers is spreading it all around town.”

      “No? How do you think he got those flowers?” She held up the card with the sketched willow tree. “He drew this, Avery, which means he had to walk into the shop and order them. Give them my name for the delivery. And now Edna of all people knows about it. I’ll be lucky if I don’t have a line out my office by the end of the day, people wantin’ to know my business.”

      “Honestly, Will, I think you’re overreacting just a bit.”

      Before Willow could tell Avery exactly how much she wasn’t overreacting, her cell phone rang. Rory’s name and photo flashed on the screen. Willow wanted to believe it was about the bar reno, or maybe about their dinner they had scheduled for later in the week—something they’d never done before, but something Willow was actually kind of excited about. Since their talk on their parents’ back porch, things had shifted between the three of them—shifted for the better.

      But even with all those possibilities, the probabilities weighed on her as she swiped to answer. “Hello?”

      “You’ll never guess what I just heard.”

      Willow swallowed, closing her eyes and saying a quick prayer it wasn’t what she feared. “What’s that?”

      “Apparently you’ve got a secret admirer.”

      She let out a gusty sigh. Dammit. She didn’t want to be right, just this once. “Who told you that?”

      “Edna. Honestly, I don’t know how that woman gets any mail delivered. I swear she just speed-walks to the nearest warm body whenever she gets her hands on some juicy gossip. Mrs. Thompson stopped by while Edna was tellin’ the story, and now they’re talking about a pool as to who the possible suitor could be.”

      “Oh my Lord.”

      “Anyway, I just wanted to warn you about what they’re sayin’. In case you didn’t already know.”

      “Thanks, Rory.”

      “I thought y’all decided to keep this quiet?”

      “I thought so too. Apparently Finn needs a reminder.”

      Willow hung up with her sister and lifted her brow in Avery’s direction. “Still think I’m overreacting?” Without waiting for Avery to answer, Willow pressed Finn’s number on her phone and hit send.

      He picked up after the second ring, a smile in his voice. “Hey, Willowtree. You get my delivery?”

      She clamped her teeth together. He couldn’t even sound remorseful? She wasn’t sure which hurt worse—the fact that he’d ignored her wishes or that he didn’t seem to care that he did. She took a deep breath, attempting to keep the emotion from her voice. “Yes, I got it, and half the town already knows about it. There’s a bet going on about who my secret admirer is. You agreed we’d keep this quiet. You promised.”

      Clanging came through the line, the far-off noise of a saw, before it quieted, like he’d walked to another room. “Wait…are you upset?”

      So much for tamping down that emotion. “Yes, Finn, I’m upset. How did you think I was gonna react to you goin’ back on a promise, not to mention half the damn town discussing my love life?”

      “I didn’t—shit, Willow, it wasn’t my intent to break the promise. I wanted to send you somethin’ nice, and I just thought—”

      “I’m pretty sure you didn’t think. And that’s the issue. We had a deal. Keep this quiet, period. And you agreed to that.”

      “Feels pretty damn quiet to me with you sneaking in and out of my apartment at all hours of the night.”

      “Yeah? Well, it doesn't feel so quiet to me when half the town's placing bets on who I’m seeing. They’re going to find out.”

      A noise of frustration came across the line. “And, apparently, that’d be the worst thing in the world. For the good people of Havenbrook to know Willow Haven is sullying herself with one of the Thomas boys. Again.”

      “Don’t turn this back around on me, Finn. That’s not fair.”

      “Seems pretty clear to me that’s exactly what it’s about. Doesn’t matter that I’ve made something of myself. Doesn’t matter that we’re takin’ a building no one else wanted and finishin’ the revitalization of your precious downtown. None of it means shit, isn’t that right? Not when I’ve got Thomas tacked on the end of my name.”

      Willow’s ire died a little more with each word coming out of Finn’s mouth, reminding her of what he’d said in his apartment the other day. She’d mentioned it was just her daddy and sister who’d thought that, but was she really any better? Her once-heated temper cooled until it was nothing but steam, and she felt each of Finn’s accusations like a spear through the heart. While she was worrying about her daddy finding out about her and Finn, he was dealing with years of shit that’d been heaped on him because of his teenage rebellion, or worse, simply the stigma of being born with his last name.

      “Finn, I’m—”

      “I gotta go. I’ll talk to you later.”

      “Wait—” But the line was already dead, so all Willow could do was stare at her phone, her stomach somehow churning more now at the thought of hurting Finn than it had when she’d thought the whole town would know her business.

      “I take it that didn’t go over well?” Avery asked.

      Willow stared at the phone and blew out a sigh. “I don’t know what to do. He wants something I’m not ready to give. Not after—” She swallowed, not quite ready to say the words aloud. Not after he left me all those years ago. Not when he’s going to leave me again.

      “Look, I’m not going to pretend I understand what you went through back then. Your relationship with Finn is hella complicated, and your worries and concerns are completely valid.”

      “Why do I feel a but coming on?”

      “But…” Avery reached forward, tapping her nail on the drawing of the willow tree. “He’s sweet on you. I feel like you’re carrying too much baggage from the past to see it for what it is. And, really, who cares if people know you’re together? You’re a grown-ass woman and can make your own decisions. Even if your dad doesn’t want you to realize that.”

      Willow finally gave life to the one thing that’d been weighing her down since she dove headfirst into this thing with Finn. “He’s leaving, Avery.”

      “Yeah.” The main phone rang, and Avery stood and strolled to the edge of the office, glancing back before she stepped out. “But wouldn’t you rather have something real while he’s here than spend the next ten years wondering what could’ve been?”

      Willow stared down at the card again, replaying Finn’s words in her head. Hearing the tinge of hurt lacing them. They were at an impasse—both of them wanting something the other couldn’t give. And Willow could admit that now—that she wanted Finn as much as she’d wanted him when they’d been teenagers. What she felt for him had never truly faded over time. With him being back, with them spending time together, those feelings had only blossomed and grown.

      And now there she was, almost exactly where she’d been back then: in love with a Thomas boy who had no intention of staying in Havenbrook.
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      Why couldn’t there be any demo left to do? The one day Finn could really use it and there was nothing. Not even a fucking nail to pound in. Instead, he grabbed a paint roller and went to town. Wasn’t quite the same as breaking shit with a sledgehammer, but it’d have to do.

      He certainly couldn’t do what he wanted, which was go over to town hall and give Willow a piece of his mind before kissing the ever-loving shit out of her. If her phone call was anything to go by, him actually showing up would give her a coronary.

      He’d been trying damn hard to prove to her this time was different. Ever since their talk a couple weeks ago, he’d made an effort. Except it hadn’t really felt like an effort at all because what he was doing made her happy. Or so he thought.

      This morning shot that theory straight to hell.

      He’d woken up and decided to send her flowers on a whim—her favorite and something he’d never been able to afford to get her when they were teenagers. Nola was friends with the owner of Bloom, so he’d asked her to do him a favor. Technically, Willow’s secret admirer everyone was going on about was Nola. She’d brought him the card which he’d drawn on, and he’d given her the money to pay for them, but the order and delivery instructions had come from her.

      Which Willow would know if she’d given him a damn second to explain.

      “Dude. What the fuck is wrong with you?” Drew asked. “You’ve been stomping and huffing since you got off the phone.”

      Finn had half a mind to tell his brother to fuck off, ignore him altogether, or blow smoke up his ass, but none of it would be any use. Drew would bother Finn until he came clean—might as well get it over with.

      “Willow is what’s wrong with me. She’s fucking with my head.” He tossed the roller into the paint tray and linked his hands behind his head. Jaw ticking, he paced back and forth next to the bar top. “She doesn’t want people to know we’re together again, but with the way this town is? Do you know how fucking difficult that is? I get it and I’m tryin’ to respect it, but I’m walkin’ on eggshells around her—around everyone—when all I wanna do is grab her and kiss the hell out of her in front of the whole damn town.”

      He blew out a deep breath and dropped his hands. “When it’s just us, it’s amazing. Better than it was back then, even. But whenever other people are thrown in, she’s colder than a walk-in freezer. And forget about doing something nice for her! Bites my damn head off. Jesus, I love the girl—you know that—but it feels a helluva lot like this whole thing is one-sided.”

      The sounds of saws and power drills filled the space as Drew stared at him. Then his shit of a brother let out a booming laugh. “You’re such an ass.”

      “What the fuck.”

      “Man. Seriously.” He shook his head and clapped a hand on Finn’s shoulder. “Good job, you did a few nice things for the girl you’re in love with. Someone get this guy a cookie,” he called over his shoulder.

      “Why are you being a dick right now?”

      “Because I’m the only one who’s gonna give this to you straight. Yeah, you’re doing nice shit for her, and that’s great. But you left her,” he said, enunciating every word. “I think you forget how much you broke her. You’re lucky she can even be around you without kicking you in the nuts. And she took your ass back!

      “Now just imagine for two fucking seconds what it’d feel like if she picked up and left you. Right now. Just packed her shit and bailed without a word. No goodbye, no reason, not even a fucking note to tell you why she’d gone or where she went off to. You with me?”

      Drew didn’t wait for Finn to respond before he continued. “Now imagine being an eighteen-year-old girl who’d just slept with a guy for the first time, and then he bailed shortly after. Man, you should thank your lucky stars she can even look at you. So, yeah, you’ve got some shit to deal with. I don’t care if you give her the whole fucking galaxy every day for the rest of your life—she still doesn’t owe you any favors, and she certainly doesn’t owe you a free pass. You wanted her back, and now you’re bitching about having to earn it? C’mon now. Don’t be a dick.”

      Drew shook his head. “If you ask me, I think you did a shit thing back then—you know how I felt about it.”

      Finn narrowed his eyes, curling his hands into fists. That was a shitty move to play, and he didn’t appreciate it. It wasn’t like he’d run off into the sunset. Between what Dick had forced upon him and their sick momma, he hadn’t had much of a choice. “I did it for Momma.”

      Drew nodded. “I know you did. And even if I could, I wouldn’t want to go back and do it differently, because it allowed her to be with us now. But it also doesn’t change the fact that it was a shitty thing to do. You could’ve handled it a hundred different ways, but you didn’t. And now, comin’ back here? You fucked with her head again. Have you even told her we’re plannin’ on stayin’?”

      Finn crossed his arms over his chest, his jaw ticking. His silence was answer enough for his brother.

      “Yeah, thought so. Look, man. I’m glad you two are back at it—you deserve someone who makes you happy, and Lord knows she does. But here’s the thing: you’re gonna have to keep climbing those fucking mountains every day to win her over. To continue to win her over, just to prove you’re not that same nineteen-year-old jackass who left her without a word. Every damn day, for as long as she’ll let you. That’s all I’m sayin’.”

      Power tools continued to whir in the background as Finn stared at his brother, letting his words sink in. Dammit, he hated when Drew was right.

      “Wow.”

      Finn and Drew both turned to find the source of the voice. Nash stood several feet away, drill in hand, his attention locked on them.

      “What?” Finn and Drew said at the same time.

      Nash shook his head. “Damn, that was some straight-up Lifetime channel shit. You been spendin’ your time watchin’ talk shows, Drew?”

      “Fuck off. You’re supposed to be workin’. Go fix shit.”

      Nash’s laugh boomed over the sound of his drill whirring, and he turned his back on them.

      Before Finn could thank his brother for being a dick, for giving him the kick in his pants he needed, his phone buzzed in his pocket. He pulled it out, expecting to see a message from Nola or maybe Momma. Instead, it was from Willow.

      I’m sorry. Can you get free tonight? Tree house at 9?

      Finn’s pulse pounded in his ears. He hadn’t been in the tree house since the night he’d slept with Willow for the first time. Walking home from there had been when everything had started on the downhill slide into a pile of shit. Her daddy’d seen him sneaking back to his car late that night, his shirt on backward and inside out, hair a disheveled mess, leaving very little question as to what he’d been getting up to with the mayor’s baby girl. Dick had taken it about as well as could be expected. He’d promised Finn his time with Willow was coming up, but, with the untouchable air of a cocky nineteen-year-old, Finn hadn’t believed him.

      He should’ve.

      Drew stepped close and glanced down at the screen, his brows lifting once he’d read the text. He clapped a hand on Finn’s shoulder. “She’s meetin’ you halfway, man. Don’t fuck this up.”

      No way in hell did he plan to. Looked like he had some work to do.
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      It’d been a long time since Willow had made the trek to her childhood tree house. Truth be told, she had no idea what kind of shape it was even in. It’d been years since she’d been back. It’d just been too difficult, climbing up there and being immersed in the kind of memories she and Finn had made there once upon a time.

      But she also knew she needed to extend an olive branch, and she figured this was the best way to do it. She’d screwed up with him that afternoon. He was trying, attempting to prove himself to her all over again, and she needed to give him credit for it instead of biting his head off for doing something nice for her.

      She’d really felt like an ass when Avery had done some sleuthing and found out it hadn’t even been Finn who’d placed the flower order, but Nola. If any of the Havenbrook busybodies found out that tidbit, it’d be easy enough to brush off as a thank-you gift for all of Willow’s help in dealing with the red tape surrounding the bar renovation. So Finn had taken her reservations into account and had found a way to work around them. And Willow had spat all over his gift. A gift that, as she’d had time to gain some perspective on the situation, meant the world to her. He’d thought enough of her to let her know she was on his mind, and he did so with her favorite flowers. Which she knew for a fact she hadn’t mentioned since he’d been back. He was trying to prove himself to her every day, and it was time she got out of her own way.

      Besides that, Avery had been right—Willow was a grown-ass woman, and it was about damn time she started caring less about what her daddy thought and more about what she actually wanted.

      Dusk had settled in fast, and while there wasn’t much to be scared of in good old Havenbrook, and even less on her family’s acreage, she still walked a little faster as she hurried toward her destination, her phone’s flashlight guiding her path. Their daddy’d had the tree house built when Willow had been only three—too young to go in it then. It perched in a thicket of trees, far enough away from the main house that she and her sisters had always felt a sense of independence whenever they’d played there.

      Although considering what she and Finn had gotten up to in there, perhaps building it such a distance from the house hadn’t been her daddy’s brightest idea. Even before she and Finn had slept together, they’d done everything-but enough times to lose count, all in that hidden-away place in the trees. But that night… Willow smiled to herself, the memory sitting bittersweet in her chest. She’d been scared and nervous, but he’d been so gentle. So giving. So loving. He’d made her come twice before he’d even slid inside her, just to make sure it was good for her.

      At the time, she’d thought they had the world at their feet—that they’d go off to college in Nashville, start a life together.

      Days later, he’d been gone.

      She shook away the memory as she tucked her phone into her pocket and climbed the ladder into the tree house. Finn had only sent her a short I’ll be there response, so she couldn’t even begin to guess what his reaction to her apology was going to be. For all she knew, he was going to tell her to take a hike. That this, as fun as it’d been, was over. That it was too big of a hassle to continue with anyway, given he was leaving soon.

      The thought pierced her chest, leaving a hollow ache in her heart.

      But she wasn’t going to think about that now. Finn leaving had been a foregone conclusion. Their relationship would end the same as before. The only difference was, this time, she’d gone into it with her eyes wide open. When her heart broke open again, she’d have no one to blame but herself.

      As soon as her head crested the tree house floor, she looked up and gasped. Inside was a fairy wonderland. Hundreds of white twinkling lights draped down from the peaked ceiling before flowing down the walls and bordering the windows. Lush pillows and blankets covered every square inch of the floor. In the center of the space sat a picnic basket with a bottle of wine and two glasses.

      And in the corner stood Finn. “Hey.”

      Willow climbed the rest of the way, not able to stop gawking at what he’d done. There was no way this space had been in any semblance of decency as of this afternoon. As far as Willow knew, no one used it anymore—she and her sisters were too old, and Rory’s kids were too busy with their twelve-thousand extracurricular activities to ever take advantage of it.

      “What—when…” She shook her head then locked her eyes with Finn. “Why did you do this?”

      His long legs ate up the space between them, and then he stood in front of her, his body heat seeping into her bones. He reached out and linked their fingers together, resting his other hand on the curve of her neck. “I was an ass.”

      “You—what? No, I was the ass. You did something lovely, and I threw it back in your face. I’m sorry.”

      Finn was shaking his head before she’d even finished speaking. “Don’t steal my thunder, Willowtree. It’ll screw with my seduction plan.”

      She laughed, her head tipped back as warmth filled her chest. She felt…content. For the first time in so long, she was happy. As much as the lead-up to the Fourth of July parade depleted her energy, she loved this part of her job. Like the entire town was her canvas—a living, breathing creation. On top of that, her daddy had finally started to see her worth, she was getting along with all her sisters, and her love life wasn’t a pile of ash like it’d been for so long.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful.” Finn brushed his thumb down the column of her neck, his breath warm on her lips. And then he dipped lower, bringing their mouths together.

      She sighed into his mouth, loving how seamlessly they fit. How he knew exactly where to touch her, exactly the speed to go, exactly the words to whisper to make her melt into a boneless puddle of need at his feet. That wasn’t something you could teach, something that developed after years of intimacy—it just was. Pure, raw chemistry.

      And they had it in spades.

      “You hungry?” His words rumbled against her neck as he rained kisses there, punctuating them with licks and nips with his teeth.

      “Not for food.”

      He groaned, the vibration sending a shiver down Willow’s neck and shooting straight to her nipples. They hardened beneath her tank top, ached for his hands or his mouth or both.

      “You’re making it damn difficult to give you the romantic replay of that night—the one you deserved that I couldn’t give you then.”

      She pulled back and cupped his face, the couple days’ worth of scruff scratchy against her fingertips. “You can romance the hell out of me. After.”

      He placed his hand on the small of her back, pulling her in until their bodies were flush. Pressing her against the hard ridge of his cock. “Last chance, Willowtree. You gonna let me be a gentleman, or what?”

      Finn and gentleman didn’t belong in the same sentence, especially in regards to the bedroom—or tree house, as it were. And that was one of the many reasons she loved him. He took what he wanted without apology, doled out pleasure like candy, and she was ready for every bit of it.

      Stepping back, she gripped the hem of her tank and pulled it up and off, leaving her bare under his gaze. One of the benefits of having small breasts—no need for a bra. Something Finn definitely approved of, if his heated gaze and low growl of appreciation were any indication.

      For two breaths, neither of them moved, both frozen, and then it was like something snapped in each of them. They crashed together, hands grappling with clothing, peeling layers off until they were both finally bare. Tripping over the picnic basket, they tumbled into a pile of pillows in the corner, their mouths never breaking.

      Finn swept his tongue against hers, his hands roaming her body, exploiting all the places that made her weep with pleasure. When he grazed her clit, she tipped her head back, a moan lodged in her throat. Once he slid his fingers deep inside her and rocked his palm against her, that moan broke free, her hips lifting to meet his hand.

      “Ahh, you are hungry for it, aren’t you? My greedy girl.”

      Willow groaned, her head tipped back as he sucked her nipple deep into his mouth, his fingers still working their magic inside her. She was already close, though she shouldn’t have been surprised. Finn had a way of wringing every ounce of pleasure from her body—pleasure she didn’t even realize she was capable of reaching.

      “You’re gonna come all over my fingers, aren’t you? Christ, can’t wait to feel that pussy squeezing my cock. C’mon, sweetness. Give it to me so I can slide nice and deep.” He pumped his fingers into her harder, faster, his palm a constant pressure on her clit.

      Three more thrusts and she peaked, her body going taut, her breasts jutting out to meet his tongue as she pulsed through her release. Struggling to catch her breath, she managed to get out, “Finn…” But he knew what she wanted. What she needed.

      Sometime while she was lost in her bliss, he’d sheathed himself with a condom, and then settled his weight between her thighs, his cock nudging her entrance before he slid inside. The girth of him stretching her, just this side of painful.

      “Sweet fucking Jesus, how does this pussy get better every time you let me inside?” He pulled out, soft and slow, letting her feel every generous inch of him before he snapped his hips forward and drove deep. “Anyone who says heaven isn’t on earth’s never been inside you, have they?”

      Willow couldn’t answer—how could he expect her to? Especially when he sat back and propped her ankle on his shoulder, his hips rolling forward, sliding him even farther inside with each thrust.

      “Look at you, taking me so deep. That sweet, pretty pussy spreading wide around my cock.” He turned, pressed his lips to her ankle. “Tell me how much you love it.”

      “So, so much,” she managed to get out through panting breaths.

      He stared at where they were joined, his thumb brushing in a mindless pattern against her hip. Except when she glanced down, he wasn’t tracing something random on her skin. And he wasn’t watching where he disappeared inside her. Instead, his thumb traced the sparrow at her hip, his eyes locked on it, lips parted.

      She reached out, brushing her fingers down the wispy leaves of the willow tree on his side. Caressing each winding path of the roots. Her heart swelled as she split her gaze between those black marks on his skin and his focused stare on her tattoo, the reverent way he traced the mark, the soft words of adoration spilling from his lips.

      And hell. She’d known this would happen. There hadn’t been a doubt in her mind when he’d come back, when he’d focused his attention on her, that they’d end up here. That she’d end up here. In love with a Thomas boy who wasn’t going to stick around.

      She was so screwed.
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      Finn rocked into Willow, a slow roll of his hips, wanting to do everything in his power to prolong the pleasure of being inside her. She traced his tattoo with her fingertips and shot sparks off under his skin, hardening his cock even more.

      For years, he’d imagined this—had hoped he might one day be with her again, but he’d never actually thought it’d happen. He couldn’t believe he was lucky enough to be experiencing this with her again. That she’d not only let him inside, but welcomed him. Time and time again.

      It was, quite literally, his dream come true.

      On a sharp thrust, Willow curled her fingers against his side, her nails digging in as her eyelids fluttered closed and a moan slipped from her lips. He couldn’t help how his cock swelled at the proof of how much pleasure he brought her. That he was the one wringing those moans from her, the one she squeezed with that tight as hell pussy.

      “Is it good, sweetness?”

      “Oh Lord. So good.” She dug her nails into his side, trying to pull him closer.

      He bent forward, pushing her leg toward her chest and opening her up to take him even deeper, eliciting a gasp from her. “You okay, Willowtree?” He pulled nearly all the way out before sliding inside, a slow glide of skin on skin, the tight fist of her pussy nearly driving him out of his goddamn mind.

      “Don’t stop.”

      “Never,” he promised, meaning it more than she could know. He was never, ever going to stop with her. Not again. He’d made that mistake once, and it would haunt him for the rest of his life, even if she did take him back for good. And, just like his brother had pointed out to him, he’d spend every day for as long as he was breathing trying to make it up to her. Proving his love. Because it was real and true, and he wanted her to feel it. To know it. To never, ever doubt it.

      “Finn—” She cut off on a moan, her eyelids fluttering closed as she pulsed an erratic beat around his cock. “I’m gonna…”

      “Come all over me, I know.” He hummed low in his throat and kept up his rhythm, making sure he grazed her clit with every deep thrust. Making sure to keep her on edge, push her right where she needed to go. “You’re gonna strangle my cock, aren’t you?”

      She gasped and opened her eyes just as her pussy tightened around him, staring straight at him while she started to come. Dropping her leg from his shoulder to hook over his elbow, she pulled him closer, fusing their mouths together as she reached her climax.

      It didn’t take but three more thrusts into her pulsing heat before he pushed deep and spilled inside her, her name moaned between them as they kissed through it all. His heart full to bursting.

      Later, they faced each other, Finn in his jeans and Willow wearing nothing but his shirt. Doing a damn good job of driving him crazy. She sat with her legs crisscrossed, which meant if he looked—which he was trying hard not to—he’d see all that gorgeous pink heaven between her legs. But if he went down that path, he’d be fucking her on the floor of the tree house again, and he’d be no better than his nineteen-year-old self.

      He was desperately trying to be better than his nineteen-year-old self.

      “I’m going to start to think this is the only thing you can make.” Willow bit into the peanut butter and banana sandwich he’d brought. It didn’t exactly pair with her favorite red or the candy bar—also her favorite—that was waiting for dessert, but this wasn’t about an exquisite culinary experience. It was about showing Willow he knew her—then and now. He listened when she spoke, and he remembered everything about her.

      He smiled over the rim of his wine glass. “I better rectify that soon, then. Name the day, Willowtree, and I’ll cook you a three-course meal.”

      “Will one of those courses be these sandwiches?” She held up the sandwich in question, her brow cocked.

      “I see the skepticism written all over your beautiful face, sweetness. You wound me.”

      She laughed, a tinkling sound that filled up the intimate space. “Sorry, I don’t mean to tease. It’s just hard.”

      He raised a brow, because, yeah, he was definitely hard. Had been even though it’d been less than half an hour since he’d come inside her.

      She pursed her lips and rolled her eyes. “I have no doubt you’re hard. Honestly, are you ever not?”

      “When you’re around? No.”

      “What I meant was it’s hard picturing you, wearing an apron and flittin’ around the kitchen.”

      “I do not flit. I stomp around like a manly man.” Finn finished off his sandwich as Willow laughed. “And if you want to know about the apron, you’ll just have to accept my invitation.”

      The statement was innocent enough, but it hung between them, weighted. By the look on Willow’s face, she realized exactly what he was asking. Her inviting him here was an olive branch. That she’d share this with him again after what’d happened last time meant more than he could articulate. He just hoped it was a step toward what he wanted with her: permanence and public declarations.

      “I…” Willow averted her eyes as she took a sip of wine, and his heart dropped. She wasn’t going to accept, and Finn would have to decide if he was okay with that. If he could live with taking whatever small bit she could give, whenever she could give it.

      The answer, of course, was an unequivocal yes. Without doubt, he’d take whatever she was willing to give him.

      “Okay.” Her soft voice filtered into the space between them, and Finn jerked his head up, snapping his eyes to hers. She was already staring at him, looking gorgeous as hell, even more stunning now that she’d basically said yes. Yes, to him. Yes, to them.

      Unable to hold back anymore, he shoved everything between them aside, slid his hand around her neck, and brought her face to his, claiming her mouth in a kiss.

      “I won’t let you down,” he said when they finally pulled apart. He meant more than just the meal—he only hoped she realized it.

      She trailed her hand down from his neck to his chest, tracing the rough sketch of a map and the coordinates that just happened to be this exact location. “Will you tell me about these?”

      “What do you want to know?”

      “Everything?” She dropped her fingers to the willow tree on his side. “It’s weird, feeling like I still know you so well but having this gaping hole in time where I know nothing.”

      His chest ached, regret over costing them so much time nearly consuming him. “I know what you mean.”

      “Question for a question?” she asked, reminding him of a time long ago when she’d sat in his beat-up truck and said the same thing.

      “You first.” He shifted to lean back against a stack of pillows and lifted his arm, hoping she’d settle in to his side.

      She didn’t disappoint. Once she’d snuggled in, she traced one of the twisted roots over his hip bone. “There are more roots here than when you left. So many more.”

      He’d been waiting for this, had wondered how long it’d take her to ask about it. He pressed his lips to the crown of her head. “That’s not a question.”

      She pinched his side and tilted her head back to meet his gaze. “Tell me about it?”

      Reaching up, he brushed the hair back from her face, stroked his fingertip down the slope of her nose, around the outline of her lips. “That first year…” He swallowed, averted his gaze, and guided her head to rest on his chest again. Thinking it’d be easier if she wasn’t staring at him with those beseeching eyes. “On your nineteenth birthday, I was in a bad place. I fuckin’ missed you. Every day, but especially that day. I passed a tattoo parlor on my way home, and I didn’t even think—just pulled in. Hoped like hell they had an opening. I got the first root added that night. The others happened every year on your birthday.”

      She was quiet for a moment, then she whispered, “Why?”

      Would it be too much to tell her it was the only thing he’d had of her when he’d been gone? That he’d craved that connection, even when he’d been the one to sever it? Probably.

      “Uh, uh. My turn, sweetness.”

      She huffed, pinching his side again. “Well, come on, then.”

      There was really no question what he wanted to ask. The same thing he’d been desperate to know since he’d found out she’d moved back to Havenbrook after college. “Why’re you back here, Willowtree? Why didn’t you go to Nashville and do what we planned? Are you as happy here as you would’ve been there?”

      “You think if you shove three questions together real fast it’ll only count as one?”

      “Umm…I was sorta hopin’ it’d work like that, yeah.”

      “Cheater.” She didn’t put any heat into the insult, though. “I’m here because it’s my home, and leavin’—much as I yearned for it then—felt…wrong. And, yes, I’m happy. For the most part. I have good days and bad days, same as anyone, I suppose. But I really do love what I do—or I do when I’m not doin’ the work of three people. Revitalizing the square…” She shook her head against his chest, her deep breath brushing across his skin. “Seeing it come to life because of what I did? It’s like a living, breathing canvas.”

      He waited for her to answer why she’d hadn’t gone to Nashville like they’d planned, but when she didn’t, he nudged her. “And?”

      “And…it’s your turn for a question.” She turned on her side and propped herself up on her elbow, using her other hand to trace the numbers over his heart. “Coordinates?”

      He swallowed, watching her as she stared at his skin. True, he’d only added to her tree on her birthday, but every other tattoo he had on him was a tribute to her in some way. The map and coordinates reminding him where his home was. The compass because she was his true north. “Yeah.”

      “Of what?” She looked up at him then, her lip caught between her teeth.

      Reaching out, he tugged her lip free, brushed his thumb across it. “This. Here.”

      “Here?” She furrowed her brow. “The tree house?”

      “The one and only.”

      Her mouth dropped open, her eyes full of something he couldn’t quite name. “Finn—”

      “My turn. Tell me about Nashville.”

      She looked like she wanted to argue, wanted to press, but then she shrugged, dropping her gaze. “Nothing to tell. You left. I withdrew my admission and went to MSU instead.”

      “Because?”

      “Because…what I thought I wanted wasn’t the same without you there too.”

      Damn, this hurt. Getting all this out in the open was good for them, but he couldn’t deny the way his stomach clenched over all the time they’d lost. All because of the decisions he’d made—decisions he hadn’t been given much choice over, but his all the same.

      “I’m sorry, Willowtree.” He cupped her neck, needing to feel her any way he could. “Even though it won’t give us back the time we lost, I want you to know I’m sorry. And not a day went by when I didn’t think about you. About coming back to you.”

      She stared at him for a moment then opened her mouth, no doubt to ask why the hell he didn’t. Before she could do so, he pulled her toward him. Pressed his lips to hers and waited for her to melt into him. Hoping with everything he had that her doing so meant maybe, just maybe, forgiveness would come eventually.
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      After round two where Finn had taken Willow nice and slow, trying to show her in every kiss, every roll of his hips how much he still loved her, he walked her to her house, their fingers linked between them. It’d been a long damn time since he’d done something as simple as holding hands—in fact, the last time had probably been with Willow.

      Considering how much they’d shared in the tree house, it was no wonder they walked the path in silence until they got to her front porch, the soft glow of the outside light illuminating her face.

      “Thank you,” she said, her finger hooked in his belt loop. “For tonight.”

      “Anytime.” He curled his fingers around her nape, brushing his thumb along her jaw as he pulled her in for a kiss. Their lips met with a spark, that always-evident chemistry between them coming to life as he slid his tongue along hers, pulled her body tight against him.

      Jesus, how could he be ready to go again? This girl drove him absolutely fucking crazy in the best possible ways.

      Panting, she broke away and dropped her forehead to his chest, her hands resting on either side, his shirt clutched in her fists. Well, one thing was for certain—she was just as affected as he was.

      “You should go inside before I take you right here on the porch for anyone to see.” He ran his hands down the length of her back as her laugh puffed against his T-shirt.

      “I know I should be scandalized by that, but is it bad that I’m actually considering it?”

      He groaned, fisting her tank top at the small of her back and tugging her against him. Letting her feel how hard he was for her. “That’s just cruel, woman. Don’t tease a man in this state.”

      She laughed, a tinkling sound, and looked up at him just as the front door swung open. Mac stood on the other side, mouth hanging open, eyes pinging back and forth between her sister and him.

      “What the hell?”

      Finn’s lips quirked up at the corner. “Hey, Mac. Havin’ a good night?”

      “I… Um…” She narrowed her eyes before settling them on Willow and giving her what could only be interpreted as a “we’ll talk later” look. Then she walked away, leaving the door wide open.

      So much for the whole against-the-house scenario.

      “Seems y’all have some talkin’ to do, so I’ll leave you to it.” He pulled Willow close, pressing a soft, chaste kiss on her lips. Against them, he whispered, “’Night, Willowtree. I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      He walked backward, their fingers clasped between them until he couldn’t hold on any longer, and then he turned and strolled toward his truck near the front of the property. Leaving was the last thing he wanted to do. Hell, if he had it his way, she’d invite him into her home, into her room, into her bed. He’d spend the night with her, wake her up in the middle of the night with his lips on her, spend an hour inside her, then wake for the day with her in his arms. Pure heaven. Something they’d never had the luxury of doing, but something he wanted to experience almost as much as he wanted his next breath.

      Someday. Someday, she’d trust him with that. Maybe. Hopefully. Especially after what they’d talked about tonight. Someday—maybe even sooner rather than later—they’d get to be a couple like that. He could stay at her place, or she could stay at his. They’d wake up, head down to the square, and grab breakfast at the diner. Everyone would look, of course. But she and Finn wouldn’t care. Hell, he’d be damn glad for all the gawking, because it’d mean Willow was his girl for the entire town to see.

      So lost in his thoughts, he didn’t realize he wasn’t alone until he nearly tripped over Willow’s daddy. Dick stood off to the side, rage written all over his face. And, shit, wasn’t this just history repeating itself? The last time Finn had made this trek, Dick had stopped him then too. Face as pissed as it was now, spitting fire and threats.

      Difference was, Finn was no longer that scared, nineteen-year-old kid with a sick momma and not a whole lot of hope for the future. Now? Now, he had that hope in spades.

      “Evenin’, Dick. What can I do for you?”

      “What can you do for me? You can tell me what the hell you’re doin’ on my property before I call the sheriff to haul your ass off for trespassin’.”

      Finn cocked his head. A voice whispered that he shouldn’t taunt the man, shouldn’t rub what he’d been doing in his face. But pride was a bitch sometimes, and the satisfaction of pissing him off was too good to pass up. “Been a while, but I think you’ll probably remember if you try hard enough.”

      Dick delivered the reaction Finn had wanted, his face reddening, hands curled into fists at his sides. Finn could practically see the smoke emanating from the older man’s ears, and he couldn’t say he was even a bit sorry about it. While Finn wouldn’t go back and change the events that’d led to him leaving—because without them, his momma may not…probably wouldn’t…have been with them now—but he couldn’t help hating Dick for tearing him and Willow apart. For not even allowing him to tell her goodbye.

      “I don’t know what you’re up to here,” Dick said, “but you best finish what you came for and leave. Before I make you. You remember how that goes, don’t you, boy?”

      Boy? Finn hadn’t been a boy in a long damn time—since well before he’d left in the first place. He laughed, a loud booming sound in the otherwise quiet night. “Guess you haven’t heard the news.”

      “What news?”

      Oh, this was going to make his whole year. Watching Dick’s face as Finn delivered the information that would ruin his precious little town—at least, in his eyes. “We’re stayin’.”

      “You’re what?”

      “C’mon now, Dick, I know you heard me. Despite you trying your damnedest to run us out with all that red tape nonsense and bullshit regulations, we’re not goin’ anywhere. We’re making Havenbrook home again.”

      “You…you can’t do that.”

      “Can and will. Drew and I are making one last trip to California to get packed up and bring Momma back with us.”

      “No one here wants your kind in Havenbrook.” He spat the words like they were weapons.

      Finn stared at the older man, waiting for the shame to come. But it never did. He knew his worth now, knew it didn’t rest solely on where he lived or what part of town he was from, or whether or not his daddy was in the picture. Knew it stemmed only from the kind of man he was. “Once upon a time, that might’ve hurt me, but I’m not a kid anymore, and preying on what you perceive as weaknesses isn’t going to do jack shit. I’m not quite as easy to get rid of as I was back then.”

      “You think giving you fifty-thousand dollars to get the hell out was easy? How much’ll it take this time? Seventy-five? A hundred?”

      Anger mixed with regret swirled in his gut. Dick knew damn well the money hadn’t been why Finn had left—it’d been the threat of what would’ve happened if he’d stayed. If he’d gotten hauled off to jail, there would’ve been no way Drew could’ve taken care of things with their momma. And Dick had known it, had used it to his advantage, like the prick he was.

      Finn had no idea why he’d tried to protect Willow from this man, tried to salvage their relationship. The man was an asshole, and it was about damn time his daughter realized that.

      Finn stepped up until he was toe-to-toe with him, getting some pleasure in the fact that Dick had to tilt his head back to look Finn in the eyes. “You could promise me a million—hell, a billion—and it still wouldn’t do jack. Try to come up with some more bullshit charges for me. See what blackmailing me does. It would make my fucking year to go down that path with you. I’m stayin’, Dick. And there’s nothin’ you can do to stop me.”

      With that, he turned and walked away, his head held higher than it had been so many years ago. But just like all those years ago, his stomach churned. Dick wouldn’t give up. Wouldn’t stop until he’d gotten his way, or he had something else to focus his efforts on. Seeing as how Havenbrook was about as hopping as Mayberry, there wasn’t much else for him to focus on. And seeing as Finn wasn’t going anywhere… Well, it was going to be a long rest of his life.

      But one that was worth it a thousand times over if it meant he got to spend that life with Willow.
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      By the time Finn got home, his anger had dissipated some. Not much, but some. Instead of focusing on what a piece of shit human being Dick was, Finn’d thought about what his next steps needed to be.

      The money, for one thing. The money Dick had paid him off with to “ensure he didn’t have any reason to float back to Havenbrook” needed to be given back. Despite the circumstances surrounding it, Finn couldn’t deny what a lifeline the money had been, a tiny bit of light at the end of a very long, very dark tunnel.

      It’d been just the three of them for as long as he could remember, their daddy having never been in the picture at all. And Momma had been sick. Fucking cancer. Working four part-time jobs—the only things that’d been available in a small town like Havenbrook—meant no health insurance. No relief from the mounds of bills sure to pile up—the prescriptions and the treatments and the office visits. At nineteen, he and Drew had had to discuss things with their momma a child never should, debating between bankruptcy or her death.

      The shadows on his momma’s face, the resignation in her voice when she’d told them she hadn’t wanted her sickness to follow them even after she was gone still haunted him to this day. He’d hated that that’d been the hand they’d been dealt, that they’d never been able to get a leg up, no matter what they’d done. Even knowing how desperately they needed they money, he’d turned Dick down flat when he’d approached Finn in the first place. Back then, he’d thought that would be that.

      But, of course, Dick always got what he wanted. And he’d wanted Finn gone.

      Finn walked through the empty bar, the workers long since gone for the day. Pride swelled in his chest over what he, Drew, and Nola had accomplished—three troublemakers from the wrong side of the tracks. The opening was close now. Real close.

      The bar top shone, the stone they’d picked out for the front a perfect contrast to the corrugated steel and barn wood throughout the space. Accent walls in that same stone were interspersed throughout the bar—a strategy Rory had come up with and he’d just nodded along to. Industrial lighting hung from the open rafters of the ceiling, a few lantern sconces—and yeah, he now knew what those were—on the walls. It was everything he’d imagined when he hadn’t even known what to dream up. There was no denying Rory knew what the hell she was doing, and she was damn good at it.

      He climbed the stairs to the apartment before unlocking the door. Drew sat on the couch, TV on and beer in his hand. He lifted the bottle in a wave without turning around.

      “We need to talk.” Finn tossed his keys on the beat-up card table posing as a dining table and strode into the living area.

      Drew furrowed his brow as he looked at his brother. “What the hell happened tonight? It didn’t go well?”

      “With Willow? Nah, it went great. Perfect.”

      “Then what’s all this?” He gestured in Finn’s general vicinity.

      Finn didn’t take time to wonder how Drew already knew something was up. Par for the course with the two of them. “History repeated itself tonight.”

      Drew’s brows shot up. “No shit? Dick?”

      “The one and only.”

      He leaned forward, resting his elbows on his spread knees. “What’d he say?”

      “The usual. How much money’ll it take to make you leave, get out before I make you, that sort of thing.”

      “I see his originality is still horseshit.”

      Finn hummed as he collapsed onto the couch next to his brother. Originality Dick didn’t have, but he did have something he could hold over Finn’s head, and Finn wanted it gone. It’d always be there, of course. He could never take back what he’d accepted, but he wanted to wash his hands of it as best he could. “We still have that fifty-thousand set aside?”

      Drew took a slow sip of his beer, then nodded. “Yeah.”

      “I need it.”

      “All right.”

      No hesitation. No questioning. No inquisition.

      “That’s it?”

      Drew glanced at him. “Should there be somethin’ else?”

      “You’re not gonna ask what I need it for?”

      He tapped his temple. “Twins. Besides, it doesn’t take a rocket scientist to figure out you’re lookin’ to pay back that slimy asshole so it’s not hangin’ over your head anymore. Been wonderin’ what was takin’ you so damn long, to be honest.”

      Finn blew out a harsh breath, head resting on the back of the couch. “You remember after we left, how I’d fantasize about comin’ back here and all the ways I’d throw that money in his face?” He didn’t wait for a response because, of course, his brother remembered. “But when I finally got the chance, it just…wasn’t as important. I had other things on my mind.”

      “Willow.”

      “Yeah, Willow. And the bar. And talkin’ you into movin’ back here.”

      “Didn’t have to do much coercin’ on that.”

      “Don’t usually with you.”

      Drew shrugged. “Nothin’ holdin’ me back in California. And where you go, I go. You know that.”

      “I do.” Same as Drew knew it. Their bond was unbreakable.

      Finn pushed to stand and strolled toward his bedroom. “When can you get the money?”

      “It’ll take a couple days. Our bank doesn’t have a location ’round here, so I’ll have to make some calls. By the end of the week, I’d say.”

      “All right. And we’ll still be doing okay once that’s gone?” Finn leaned against the doorjamb, arms crossed. “We still have enough assets to pay all of Nash’s people for the bar and get Momma moved out here? I know we’ve run into some added expenses with this venture.”

      Drew barked out a laugh then downed the rest of his beer before standing. On his way to the kitchen, he stopped and clapped a hand on Finn’s shoulder. “I know you don’t pay much attention to the statements I send you, but trust me when I say we’re doin’ just fine. That 50K was nice to get us started, but we haven’t needed it in a long damn time.”

      Because Drew had made sure of it. Fifty-thousand was a lot of money, especially to two kids like them, but it wouldn’t have even put a dent in cancer treatment bills. They’d had to make more money and make it fast. Fortunately, his brother was a goddamn genius with the stock market. All they’d needed had been the starting capital, and pretty soon, they’d had a nice little nest egg, even after paying for their momma’s ungodly high treatment bills.

      If it hadn’t been for Drew, they’d have ended up no better than they’d left Havenbrook. And Finn couldn’t lie that it was a damn nice feeling to know how much they’d changed since leaving, how much they’d flourished, despite what half the people in their hometown thought of them.

      That was the one and only thing he’d thank Dick for. And he would too. At the same time he threw all that money back in his face.
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      It’d been a busy week, and despite what Willow and Finn had said the evening at the tree house, they hadn’t had much time to spend together. They were back to stolen kisses here and there, but it seemed to work for them, especially because she wasn’t trying to hide anything from anyone. Not anymore. While she wasn’t screaming it from the rooftops, she also wasn’t going to lie if asked.

      Of course, that hadn’t been put to the test as of yet, because all anyone wanted to talk to her about was information on the Fourth of July parade. And now that the parade was in full swing, Willow’s love life was the last thing on anyone’s mind.

      She stood under an awning against the brick exterior of a building in the square, a brief reprieve from the battering sun, just taking a moment to absorb it all. Havenbrook had events to mark every major holiday—and even some non-major ones—but this was the largest and most grueling. And while she hated the prep for it, swore at how much time it took and all the hoops she had to jump through to make sure everything was in order, she couldn’t deny the swell of happiness at seeing her work come to fruition. Willow Haven put on a damn good parade, if she did say so herself.

      The small details probably went unnoticed by most of the attendees, but Willow was aware of every single one. The red, blue, and white flowers she’d spent hours planting that dotted the parade route. The colored lights she’d strung between the lampposts along the square. The flag bunting on all the balconies and porches of the homes and businesses in the historic district. Uncle Sam doing balloon animals for the kids. The sight of it all coming together made her happy…content. The same feeling she got when she finished a painting. The proof of a job well done—a job well done with her own two hands.

      “Nice parade, Will!” someone called out to her, owner of the voice unknown. Willow just smiled and waved at the praise, thankful she was getting it at all.

      It’d probably been too much to hope she’d get it from her daddy.

      “Hey.” Mac sidled up next to her, Rory on Willow’s other side.

      “What’s up?” she asked, dividing a look between her sisters.

      “You ready for the game?” Rory asked.

      Willow groaned internally—and, okay, a little externally as well. The annual softball game wasn’t something she could skip out on, though she desperately wanted to. She’d been up since five a.m., and she was dead on her feet. But her job wasn’t anywhere near done. The parade might have been winding down, the fire truck with firemen atop it tossing out candy to the passersby signaling the end of that particular event, but she still had so much to do.

      First the game, then the soft opening of the bar—which was what Finn, Drew, and Nola were still calling it, not having settled on a name yet—then cleanup. She’d be lucky if she saw her bed before two in the morning.

      “Do I have to?” Willow whined, though she didn’t actually mean it. Of course she had to. If she didn’t, who else would?

      Mac and Rory exchanged a look, then Rory said, “I take it you haven’t heard yet.”

      “Heard what? Oh Lord, did those kids mess up the baseball diamond? Dammit, I told them last week to stop four-wheelin’ all over it.”

      “The diamond’s fine, and the kids are the last thing you need to worry about.”

      “Well, someone better tell me what I should be worrying about, because I’m findin’ I don’t have a lot of patience for y’all right this second.”

      “We’ve got a new opposing team this year.”

      Willow’s brow furrowed. Every year it’d been the firefighters against the Havens, which consisted of their family and a handful of town hall workers. Not even close to an fair match, considering most of the firefighters were a bunch of athletes in peak physical condition and the Havens’ team consisted of a slightly overweight man nearing sixty, a handful of people who’d played some kind of sport way back in high school but not much since, and the rest of them who were mostly artistic types without an athletic bone in their bodies. Their saving grace every year was Mac, who’d played softball all through high school and even some college. Despite the uneven playing field, somehow they won. Every year. Imagine that.

      “Somethin’ come up with the firefighters?” she asked.

      “Rumor has it someone sweet-talked them into sittin’ out,” Rory said.

      “Really? Who? We got a shot?”

      Mac snorted. “A shot at trouble.”

      Willow did not have the patience for her sisters today. “Would someone just spit it out already?”

      “We’re up against Drew, Finn, and their old crew.” Mac smiled. “And by the looks of it, they’re out to win. Maybe I’ll finally get some competition out there.”

      Willow’s mouth dropped open. “But—” Lord, she didn’t even want to think of the tantrum her daddy would throw if he lost the game for the first time in…well, she wasn’t sure she wanted to make such a broad sweeping statement as to say ever, but…ever.

      As if reading Willow’s mind, Mac said, “Yep. Daddy’s gonna get his ass handed to him.” She hooked her arm through Willow’s and tugged her toward the baseball field, pure glee written over every inch of her body. “I feel like we’re gonna need popcorn for this show.”
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      Finn stood in the dugout, Drew, Nola, Nash, and Ty BSing with each other. They were still waiting for a handful of people to arrive, and then they could get this show on the road. He wasn’t sure he’d ever anticipated something more, with the exception of seeing Willow again.

      All week they’d been putting the finishing touches on the bar, and he and Drew had been closing out details of their life in California while looking for a place for their momma to live in Havenbrook. But during that time, he’d also sat and stewed, really contemplated how he was going to give that money back to Dick.

      He hadn’t waited ten years just to mail a check back to him.

      Finally, as he’d been walking home one night, a town flyer about the parade had caught his eye, and he’d remembered the annual softball game—how the Havens’ opposing team had always, without exception, thrown the game. What he wouldn’t give to see the look on Dick’s face if someone actually challenged him.

      And in that moment, he’d known that was it.

      He’d made a few calls, sweet-talked some people, and then they were in. He and his misfit crew of friends were taking on the mayor. And they certainly wouldn’t be throwing the game. Then, after, the cash. Shoving the money down the mayor’s throat, along with a bit of humility, would make Finn’s whole year.

      “You really sure you wanna go through with this?” Ty asked.

      There wasn’t a doubt in Finn’s mind everyone else was thinking the same thing—with the exception of Drew. But of course, Drew wouldn’t question it at all because he’d been there. Through every up and down, every decision made between a rock and a hard place, every day of the past ten years. No, Drew wasn’t thinking it because he knew how badly Finn wanted this. How it wasn’t about beating the mayor, though that was definitely the icing on the cake. This wasn’t even about a stupid game, but about so much more.

      As if he’d conjured her up in his mind, Willow came strolling onto the field, slipping into the dugout on the opposite side of the baseball diamond. She stood in a tank top and shorts that left very little to the imagination, her smiling face hitting him straight in the gut.

      Goddamn, did he love her.

      To Ty, he said, “Abso-fucking-lutely. I’m playing for more than the game.”

      He never took his eyes off Willow, and eventually, she glanced his way. She froze for just a moment, and he held his breath, waiting to see what she’d do. This was the first time they’d be seen in public together since the night at the tree house, and he couldn’t deny he was anxious as hell to see how she’d respond to him.

      After what felt like a lifetime, she bit her bottom lip then lifted her hand, fluttering her fingers as her sisters looked on. He couldn’t stop the smile from spreading across his face at her acknowledgment of him.

      “Shit, man,” Drew said, clapping a hand on Finn’s shoulder. “I sure hope you’re ready for what you’re starting here.”

      Ready for it? He had no idea if he was or not. All he knew was he was tired of waiting.
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      Christ, it was hotter than Satan’s ballsac out here. Finn’s shirt was soaked to his chest, and from the looks of things, none of the others on his team were faring much better. They’d been playing for an hour already, the imbalance of aptitude between theirs and Dick’s teams glaringly obvious in the disparaging lengths of time each group was up to bat.

      Despite the ravaging heat, it’d been an absolute pleasure watching the mayor’s reaction as the game had progressed. When Finn’s team had scored the first run, Dick’s eyes had narrowed as if warning them with a glance to fall in line. Finn had merely saluted him—not the one-fingered salute he’d wanted to give, which, he thought, was damn kind of himself. At the fourth run, Dick’s jaw had been tight, his fists clenching his handkerchief as he’d mopped sweat from his brow. By the eighth, he’d looked ready for murder. Finn would bet the check in his pocket the thought had crossed good ol’ Dick’s mind a time or twenty.

      Regardless of being on the losing team, the other players seemed to be having fun. Especially Mac. She was their main force to be reckoned with, and she put everything she had into the game. Willow, though not as competitive as her younger sister, was smiling more often than not, her and Finn’s gazes locking more times than he could count.

      Christ, he couldn’t wait until this stupid game was over. He’d corner Dick, give him back the money, and then he needed to find Willow. No more tiptoeing around the facts. He’d been afraid of damaging her and her daddy’s relationship, but he was more concerned about their relationship. That was his top priority. And now, after having seen father and daughter in action, seeing how the man belittled her, made her constantly feel less than, he wasn’t sure what he’d been trying to protect in the first place.

      After Finn came clean about why he’d left and about the money, he’d tell her of their plans to stay. That everything was already in line, and they only had to make a quick trip back to finalize some things and then they’d be home. Back in Havenbrook for good.

      “Finn, you’re up!” Ty called.

      Time for their team’s last play. Finn slipped on a helmet and took a few practice swings. It’d been a long time since he’d played, but it was like riding a bike. He, Drew, and the rest of their friends had spent hours down here when they’d been younger. Trying like hell to stay out of trouble. Hadn’t always worked.

      “Go easy, will you?” Nola said as she passed him, having just scored another run.

      He smiled at her. “Now where’s the fun in that?”

      With narrowed eyes, she said, “Dammit, Finn, I mean it. Knowing him, he’ll find a way to fuck up the opening.”

      He couldn’t argue with that based on what Dick had tried already, but he also couldn’t say he gave a damn. Irresponsible when the bar hung on the line? Maybe. Probably. But this was about so much more than just a game. This was about Finn showing Mayor Haven that he wasn’t going to roll over for him anymore. That the older man didn’t get to push people around, didn’t get to have his way simply because he ruled the town that was his namesake.

      The bases were loaded, and Dick stood in the outfield, looking as pissed as ever. Since the Havens were considered the home team, they still had another inning, but unless Babe Ruth materialized to play for their team, they were going down. There was no way they could come back from an eight-run lead.

      First pitch was a swing and a strike. He shook it off and looked over at Willow, who guarded first base. The side of her lips quirked up, and that was all he needed.

      On the second pitch, his bat connected with the ball, sending it flying in Dick’s direction. Finn took off, sailing past Willow and straight to second, but not before brushing her hand with his as he went.

      One thing he hadn’t counted on was Mac’s dedication to covering her father’s shortcomings—at least, when it came to sports. She scrabbled for the ball as Finn rounded third and headed for home, and the crowd went wild. Finn pumped his legs harder, hoping she’d send it to the pitcher and buy him enough time to get home. Except the catcher stood right behind home plate, watching the sky as if awaiting a throw, and Finn did the only thing he could. He slid home, closing his eyes and praying he’d get there a millisecond before the ball.

      He came to a stop as the mitt connected with his foot.

      “Safe!” the umpire yelled.

      Finn didn’t even have time to enjoy the call before Dick was shuffling into the infield, his voice loud enough to be heard over the crowd.

      “That’s a bullshit call, Vern, and you know it!” he shouted, his hands gesturing wildly toward where Finn stood, wiping sand from his pants.

      “The only call I could make, Mayor. He was safe.”

      “Bunch of horseshit. I saw it with my own eyes, and he was clearly out!”

      “Saw it all the way back in left field, did ya?” Finn asked.

      As if Finn hadn’t even spoken, Dick continued, “I thought you were on our side.”

      “Can’t be on anyone’s side, I’m afraid. That’d be a conflict of interest as an ump.”

      Dick’s belly-aching had drawn a crowd, many of the onlookers shifting closer to be able to hear exactly what was going on. The rest of Dick’s team looked embarrassed, especially Willow. She’d taken a couple steps closer, but she still stood near first base, biting on one of her nails as she looked on.

      “Conflict of interest?” Dick shouted. “I’ll tell you what a conflict of interest is. It’s him”—he shoved a meaty finger in Finn’s direction—“playin’ this game like he’s part of Havenbrook. He’s not even a real member of this community. What’s he done anyway? You forget about the half-dozen times he egged your place, Vern? Or when he took out all those mailboxes on Main Street? Or when he got hauled in for spray-paintin’ the road signs?”

      The ump shrugged. “Don’t really see how that’s got anything to do with baseball. Besides, he was just a kid then. You need to let the past lie. Lighten up, Richard.”

      That settled it. Vern was getting a year’s worth of beer on Finn’s dime.

      Vern’s casual dismissal of the mayor only seemed to enrage Dick more. His face reddened even further—which, to be honest, Finn hadn’t thought possible. His fists were clenched at his sides, and he kept darting his gaze to the bystanders, all of whom were now gawking at their mayor.

      He gestured wildly in Finn’s direction, his voice a barked command. “He’s not even a real member of this community. He might be bringin’ a business to the square, but y’all’d do well to remember exactly what that business is. There’ll be drinkin’ and partyin’ goin’ on till all hours of the night, all thanks to him. Exactly what we fought for years to keep out of our quiet little town. Shouldn’t be a surprise, though, given where he came from. Where they all came from.” He glared at Finn and his team, who now stood behind him, supportive even in their silence. Dick looked him up and down, a sneer marring his face. “Just ’cause you were born here doesn’t mean you belong.”

      Willow gasped, drawing Finn’s attention to her. In the time her daddy’d been throwing his tantrum, she’d walked closer and now stood just on the other side of her father. “Daddy!” she snapped. “I can’t believe you just said that.”

      “I don’t have time for this nonsense from you, Will.”

      Willow’s eyes narrowed the smallest bit. It was a tiny tell, really. One only Finn probably noticed, but he knew what it meant. He’d been on the receiving end of it enough times to know she’d reached her breaking point, and her daddy’d just shoved her over it.

      She squared her shoulders and stepped up to her father, something Finn hadn’t ever see her do before. “Considering you’re the one who interrupted the game for this nonsense, I believe you do have the time.”

      Dick’s eyebrows shot up, his mouth dropping open. “Excuse me, young lady? I’ll not have you talkin’ to me—”

      “And I’m not gonna stand by and listen to you disparage one of our own. Finn grew up here, same as me. Same as you.”

      “He’s nothin’ like us! He’s—”

      “Opening a business that’ll help Havenbrook thrive. A business you might not be fond of, but one this town desperately needs. We are bleeding residents, and any new businesses that’ll help prevent that are a benefit to Havenbrook. He has as much right to be here as any one of us.” Willow crossed her arms and stared at her father. “Stop being such a sore loser about it all.”

      Murmurs of agreement spread through the crowd as a hurricane of emotions flooded Finn. His chest swelled with pride over Willow finally standing up to her father. And doing so for him? Well, he didn’t want to pour gasoline on an already raging fire, but he desperately wanted to stride over to her, take her in his arms, and kiss the living daylights out of her. Right there, in front of everyone.

      Except it turned out he didn’t need to walk to her at all. Instead, she took cautious steps toward him, her eyes full of a thousand questions. He hoped he answered them all as he watched her step up to him. She hooked her finger through his, her lips quirking up at the side a moment before she pressed up on tiptoes to brush her lips across his.

      As the whole town watched on.

      A few gasps went off, but he stopped hearing them after a moment. How could he pay attention to anything else when Willow’s mouth was on his? He reached up and wrapped his fingers around her nape, bringing them closer. She might’ve started this kiss, but he sure as hell was going to finish it.

      With his friends at his back, Willow in his arms, and the entire town paying witness to her very public declaration, Dick’s check burned a hole in his pocket. Where earlier Finn had been dead set on shoveling a heaping pile of humility into the mayor’s lap, now he just wanted to be with Willow. And as much as he loved this bit of PDA, what he really wanted to do to her wasn’t fit for public consumption. He wanted to spend an hour kissing every freckle and birthmark on her body. Wanted to spend all night between her thighs, showing her over and over again how much he loved her. Wanted to tell her everything so they could finally start the rest of their lives together.

      Tonight couldn’t get here fast enough.
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      At the start of the day, Willow certainly hadn’t intended to make her feelings for Finn quite so…known. Or make them known quite so loudly or so publicly. Yes, she’d made the decision to stop hiding her relationship with Finn. It was childish and stupid, and she was done with that. But she’d assumed it’d get around like everything did in Havenbrook: someone would see them together, laughing or talking or walking a little too close for friendly acquaintances, and so-and-so would tell someone else, and pretty soon it’d spread like wildfire.

      Hadn’t happened exactly like that.

      But, hell, she’d been so damn mad at her daddy, she hadn’t stopped to think. A fact which her sisters hadn’t let her forget since they’d dragged their asses away from the baseball diamond—losers for the first time ever.

      Willow, her sisters, and their gran had escaped to Rory’s house since it was closest to the square, their momma staying behind to try to calm down their father. Like that’d ever happen.

      “Tell me somethin’, Will,” Rory said, pouring four glasses of lemonade. “Did you wake up this mornin’ and think, ‘What can I do to royally piss off Daddy?’”

      Willow rolled her eyes as Gran snorted.

      “Lay off her, Rory,” Mac said.

      “I’m serious. What in heaven’s name coerced you into behavin’ that way?”

      Because, of course, her older sister would think Willow had been the one out of line. While she and Rory had had fun the couple of times they’d gone out since their understanding, their shared secrets tying them together in a way they hadn’t been before, apparently it was too much to ask for an entire personality transplant for her sister.

      “He was acting like a spoiled child,” Willow said, struggling to keep her voice level. “I simply spoke up about it.”

      “I wish I’d had my phone with me.” Mac smiled, her eyes sparkling. “Nat would’ve loved to see video of that. She hasn’t responded to my text yet, but I hope you’re prepared for her.”

      “As prepared as I’ll ever be,” Willow mumbled before taking a sip of her drink.

      “I just…” Rory shook her head, perfectly manicured nails—despite the afternoon playing softball—tapping the side of her glass. “Don’t you think there were better ways to handle that? Instead of tellin’ Daddy off in front of the whole town, embarrassing him and our whole family, then makin’ a spectacle of yourself with Finn?”

      “The only one in the family who needed to be embarrassed was Daddy,” Mac said, her temper showing in the reddening of her cheeks.

      “Oh, I see.” Willow straightened, her shoulders nearly up to her ears at how rigid she stood. “Speaking up when Daddy’s saying disparaging things about our residents—who were standin’ right there—and then kissin’ my—” Well. She’d been about to say boyfriend, but they hadn’t exactly had that conversation. And could someone who was leaving in a few days’ or weeks’ time even be someone’s boyfriend? Forcing that thought away, she swallowed and set down her glass. “Look. It already happened. Can’t do anythin’ to change it, and to tell you the truth, I wouldn’t want to. Daddy had every bit of that talking-to comin’ to him after how he spoke.”

      “Well, I don’t know about—”

      “She’s right, Rory,” Gran said, lifting a brow when all three girls turned to stare at her, mouths agape. “What? ’Bout time one of you stood up to my jackass son and put him in his place. Was startin’ to think I might not live to see the day, especially after Nat left. And to be honest, I’m a little surprised it came from Will first, but I’m damn glad about it.” She placed her hand over Willow’s on the counter and winked. “Didn’t I tell you gettin’ up to no good would be fun?”

      There was a brief bout of silence between the four women, then Mac raised her glass and tapped it against their grandmother’s. “Amen, Gran.”

      For a moment, Willow stared at her grandmother, mischief sparkling in her eyes. She thought back to all the times her gran had told her things like that, encouraging her to be a little wild. To have a little fun. Let loose just a tiny bit and see what happened. Had she been encouraging it the whole time? Had she also been doing the same thing to Willow’s sisters? Of that, she wasn’t sure, but one thing was for certain: she was glad she’d finally listened. Standing up to her Daddy had given her a high she’d never before experienced.

      Of course, she knew, sure as she knew the sun would set, that her daddy wouldn’t allow her to have the last word. And that conversation, when it came, would be hell on earth.
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      After Willow, her sisters, and Gran had finished their lemonade and impromptu chat, they’d headed back toward the square since the fireworks would be going off soon.

      When they arrived in the center of town, everyone scattered, Gran going off to find their momma, Rory to wrangle her kids, and Mac to get some free beer. Willow followed her sister’s trail as she strode toward the far side of the square where Finn, Nola, and Drew had set up a little stand outside. The inside space wasn’t quite ready for customers yet, but they’d agreed to host this when Willow had approached them about it. When she’d had the idea, she’d figured it’d be a win-win for them and the town—bringing customers to Finn’s bar while enticing the residents to stay in the square a little longer, maybe spend some money at neighboring businesses.

      She’d been right. The line to their counter stretched halfway across the square. Her heart slowed, warmth sweeping through her body as she stood back and just watched. Finn chatted with a few residents as he served beer, a smile spreading across his face as he nodded to someone. Lord, he was handsome. And kind. And giving. And he was hers. For as long as he was in town, he was hers. It wasn’t what she wanted—because what she wanted was everything with him: the white picket fence and two-point-five kids and happily ever after—but it was what she’d been given.

      And she was going to take every little bit of it she could.

      “See nothing’s changed with you.” Her daddy stood next to her, his gaze fixed where hers had just been.

      Looked like the fireworks were starting early.

      Willow snapped her spine straight and tightened her jaw. Gave herself a minute to calm down before she did something horrible like tell her daddy to go to hell.

      Ignoring the underlying dig her daddy sent her way, she tipped her chin in Finn’s direction. “They got us a good turnout. The parade’s always busy, but once it’s done, half the crowd leaves the square. We got lucky Finn, Drew, and Nola agreed to open up their business to entice the residents to hang around. I’ve spoken with some of the other business owners, and their sales are up thirty percent from last year. That’s—”

      Her daddy tsked, shaking his head. “Just as blind as ever.”

      Biting her tongue was getting harder than ever, especially after she’d had a taste of letting loose. “I’m not sure what that’s supposed to mean. I haven’t been blind to what they could bring to Havenbrook. You have.”

      So much for diplomacy and tact. But, hell, he just got her so damn mad. And she was done. She was finally, finally done. Especially today—a day she worked her ass off on for the majority of the year, not to even get a good damn job from the mayor? She’d had just about enough of that, of giving herself to people and things that didn’t give a damn about her. That just took and took and took—

      “You ever ask him why he ran off so fast in the first place?”

      The question was so out of the blue, Willow could only stare at her father for a moment. It’d crossed her mind, of course. Had been the single most frequent question that’d arisen while Finn had been gone. She’d been close to asking him that night in the tree house, then he’d kissed her, and, well, she’d lost her nerve.

      “No,” she said. “I don’t really see how it has any bearing on the present.”

      Her father chuckled under his breath and shook his head. Even though the residents of Havenbrook surrounded them, no one paid them any mind. They were off to the side, tucked against a building, while everyone else gathered around the center of the square, the majority of the people clustered over by Finn’s bar.

      “Well, can’t say I didn’t try to stop this from happening. Tried not to let you get played for a fool, but you just kept goin’ straight for it, didn’t you?”

      She blew out an exasperated sigh, wanting desperately for her daddy to just get to the point so she could go over and congratulate Finn on his win—both on the baseball diamond and with their soft opening. “What are you talkin’ about?”

      Her daddy twisted toward her, his lips turned down like he was concerned. “The money.”

      “What money?” Honestly, if he didn’t get to the point, she was going to walk away. Just turn and walk straight over to Finn and ignore her daddy—

      “The money I gave him to leave town. Now, I know it wasn’t my best move, honey, and I’m sorry about that. I truly am. But that boy…well, he wasn’t ever good enough for you. Wasn’t ever good enough to be attached to a Haven. Since you were too blind to see it back then, I had to take matters into my own hands. Had to get that boy out of town before y’all did somethin’ you’d come to regret. And you would regret it. Of that I have no doubt.” He reached out and gripped her shoulder. “I did it for your own good, you see.”

      Her father’s lips were still moving, words coming out of them, his expression proclaiming concerned parent, but she couldn’t pay attention to what he was saying. Her pulse thrummed too loud in her ears, years’ worth of memories flipping through her mind.

      The day she’d woken up and Finn had been gone.

      Running to the tree house, hoping to find a note, a message, something that’d tell her why he’d had to leave. Why he couldn’t say goodbye.

      Falling asleep with her cell phone in her hand, just hoping and praying he’d call her or text her. If not to tell her why he left, then at least to tell her he was okay.

      Lying in her bed weeks later, the night she’d finally accepted he wasn’t coming back. That he’d left her, despite their plans, and Havenbrook was no longer his home.

      Then months later, withdrawing her admission to Tennessee State University. Because she wasn’t the girl she’d been with Finn. He’d stripped that from her, had taken every ounce of fire she’d had and blown it out as he’d flown from town.

      Her father squeezed her shoulder again, pulling her from the fog. “Sorry to have to tell you like this, Will. But I couldn’t watch you go down that path again. Just wouldn’t be right for me to sit by and say nothin’.”

      She nodded as if she understood. As if everything she’d put back together wasn’t cracking at the foundation. After her daddy’s show earlier at the baseball diamond, she certainly couldn’t trust what he said as gospel. But the seeds of doubt he’d planted were enough of a push to get her to finally have that conversation with Finn. Much as she’d worried about the answer, it was time to find out once and for all why he left all those years ago.
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      Finn wasn’t sure it’d have been possible to have a better day than today. By the time he, Drew, and Nola had finished up serving in the square and closing up, they’d been sure of one thing: this business of theirs was actually going to succeed.

      And wasn’t that a fine revelation to come to when only hours before the town’s mayor had disparaged them in front of everyone, claiming they weren’t worth the dirt beneath his feet?

      Just went to show Dick didn’t know shit. Not about Finn, and not about Havenbrook. And he certainly hadn’t had the majority of his town’s interests at heart when he’d thrown up all the roadblocks for them to start the business. Havenbrook was thirsty—pun intended—for a gathering space. Somewhere they could kick back with friends and hang out without having to drive thirty minutes to do so.

      Finn was damn glad they were the ones providing that to the people who’d once looked down upon him and his brother, but now saw them as equals.

      His main focus all day had been finding Dick and taking care of the little matter of that cashier’s check still in his pocket, but by the time they’d gotten cleaned up long after the last firework had gone off, the square had been empty. Besides, he didn’t want to waste his time with Dick right then.

      He wanted to see Willow.

      While they hadn’t made plans, Finn figured her show on the baseball diamond was invitation enough for him to knock on her door. Even if it was after midnight.

      He pulled up to her and Mac’s place, thankful to see lights still burning behind the drapes. Maybe, if he were lucky, she’d make his fantasies come true and let him stay the night. Wake up with her in his arms. He didn’t figure Mac would mind too much. When it came to Willow’s younger sister, she didn’t seem to mind too much at all.

      At his knock, the door flew open, doesn’t-mind-much-Mac’s face as red as a fire hydrant, her glare aimed directly at him. “What the fuck do you want?”

      “I—what?” Finn furrowed his brow as he scratched his jaw and looked over Mac’s head, trying to puzzle out why she’d answer like that. A joke?

      “I said, what the fuck do you want, Griffin?” She crossed her arms, foot tapping on the hardwood floor.

      Shit, maybe Mac was pissed about how the game had gone down earlier. He’d thought she’d had a good time despite losing, but maybe she wasn’t as easygoing as he’d assumed.

      “Hey, I’m sorry about the game. You played great, and—”

      “You think this is about the goddamn game? Shit, you’re an asshole and an idiot.”

      “Mac, what the hell’s—” But his words caught in his throat because over Mac’s shoulder, he caught sight of Willow standing on the staircase, her face passive and emotionless as she stared at him. No smile. No twinkle in her eye. Nothing. His stomach twisted, the urge to go to her too strong to resist. “Willowtree? What—”

      “I know you said you wanted to chat with him, Will, but I could knee him in the balls for you instead,” Mac called over her shoulder, blocking the doorway so Finn couldn’t get through. “Just say the word. It’d be my absolute pleasure.”

      He stared at Willow, her questioning eyes connecting with his. She stood silent for an eternity. Finally, she said, “Maybe after we have that chat.”

      Thank Christ. A chat would do Finn some good. He could find out what the hell had happened to Willow between when he’d last seen her in the square, looking beautiful as hell and smiling at him like he hung the damn moon, to now when she looked ready to murder him.

      Mac shoved her finger into his chest, pressing deep as she leaned close. “She might be willing to give you the benefit of the doubt, but I’m not finding myself quite so gracious given your history. Just remember I’m a fifth-degree black belt. And I’m pretty sure no one would fault me for shooting you in the ass with a BB gun when it’s after midnight, so you better be damn careful with your words. Never can be too sure who’s breaking and entering, now can you?” She spun around and headed for the steps, squeezing Willow’s arm as she passed. “I’ll be upstairs if you need me.”

      After aiming one more glare in Finn’s direction, Mac shot up the stairs, and then it was just him and Willow.

      He stepped inside, closing the door behind him, before striding over to her. Needing to touch her, to feel her, reassure himself she was all right. “Tell me what’s goin’ on. Mac said you wanted to chat? And why is she ready to shoot me with a damn BB gun? Is it about the game? I’m sorry ’bout that. I should’ve talked it over with y’all first, but I—”

      “You think this is about baseball, Finn?” She crossed her arms, her eyes narrowed as she stared at him.

      “I have no idea what this is about, but I’m hopin’ like hell you’ll tell me and tell me quick so I can fix it.” He reached out, intent on smoothing his hands over her shoulders, but she jerked back, out of his reach.

      She stepped around him, farther away. Out of touching range. “Is it true?” Her voice was quiet. Calm. Like the eye of the storm.

      “Is what true?”

      She stared at him for long moments, her eyes seemingly doing their best to read him. “You know, every time we’ve been together I’ve wanted to ask why you left the way you did. Why you never called or wrote. Why you never, ever came back, but something always stopped me. Fear, I guess.” She glanced down and shook her head, a new fire in her eyes when she met his gaze again. “But I’m done living in fear. And I want to know. If you don’t tell me, I’ll have to assume the story my daddy fed me was the truth.”

      Finn’s stomach bottomed out, his face draining. Dammit, he wasn’t ready for this conversation. He might’ve had ten years to prepare himself, but he wasn’t even close. Not when the outcome could so easily go out of his favor. Not when what he gambled was something as precious as Willow.

      He stared at her, trying to find the words to tell her why he’d done the things he had, how it’d ripped his heart out to go, and how every mile away from her had felt like the worst kind of torture.

      Her eyes crumbled in his gaze, her stoic expression melting into devastation. “It’s true, isn’t it? What he said.”

      “Willowtree, I—”

      “Do not call me that. You don’t get that privilege. Not when all it took to get you to leave me behind without a word was a little cash.”

      Finn’s body turned to ice as a boulder settled in his stomach. He hadn’t been fast enough. He should’ve found Dick and gotten it taken care of earlier in the day. No, what he should’ve done was figure out a way to tell her well before today, to hell with her relationship with her daddy. Because now…now everything he’d ever wanted was getting snatched away in front of his eyes. He could see it in her face when she looked at him. The disappointment. The anger. The hurt.

      It killed him to know he caused it.

      “Can’t believe I let you play me for a fool. Again,” she whispered, shaking her head as a tear slipped free and rolled down her cheek. She swallowed, licked her lips. Took a deep, ragged breath. “I’ve spent the whole night hoping with everything in me what my daddy said wasn’t true. It couldn’t possibly be. You’d tell me it was a lie, that it never happened. That my daddy made it all up just to turn me against you.” She huffed and shook her head. “I thought that naïve part of me was dead and gone, buried alive after you left. The part that was stupid enough to believe everything you said. To believe we had somethin’ special. To believe in an us.”

      “We do have somethin’ special. You’re the most important person in the world to me.” He reached for her again, desperate to feel her under his fingers. Desperate to wipe away her tears and comfort her. Even though he didn’t deserve such a privilege. “Willow—”

      “Don’t touch me.” She slapped his hands away, her face growing redder by the second. “I can’t believe I let this happen again. I knew it would. I knew, somehow, you’d make me out to be the idiot Haven girl just like I was back then.”

      It didn’t make sense. Didn’t add up. Her daddy never would’ve told her the circumstances surrounding Finn’s departure. Not when the mayor had blackmailed Finn, forcing his hand. Even without a sick momma, he hadn’t had a choice. It was get the hell out with fifty grand or stay and be indicted for a crime he never committed—underage alcohol consumption and distributing to minors in a dry county. Apparently, that was one of the benefits of having the sheriff for a best friend.

      Unless… Unless Dick didn’t tell her the whole story. Only the part that made Finn look like a money-hungry coward. Not the part where Dick was close to the devil himself.

      He stopped himself from reaching for her again, just barely. But he stepped closer. Displayed as much sincerity in his voice as he could. “Please, sweetness, will you let me explain?”

      She breathed out a laugh. “I waited ten years for an explanation. Ten years, not to mention all these weeks we’ve spent together. And now you want to give it?” She shook her head and strode to the front door, not an ounce of hesitation in her movements when she opened it for him as a clear sign to get the hell out. “After all the chances I gave you, I find I’m not much interested in listenin’ anymore. Goodbye, Finn.”
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      Finn woke to an incessant pounding in his head. Though, that was no surprise. For the past—shit, how long had it been?—however many days, he’d woken up the same way. Except as he opened his eyes, becoming more aware of his surroundings, he realized the pounding wasn’t a headache, but rather came in the form of his brother.

      “’Bout damn time you woke up.” Drew stopped thumping Finn’s forehead and yanked the pillow out from under his head.

      He groaned, clutching his aching skull. “The hell, man?”

      Since the pillows were gone, Drew moved on to Finn’s feet, hauling them off the couch and letting them drop to the ground.

      “Seriously, I’m not in the mood for this, Drew.” Finn’s head was killing him, and his mouth felt like he’d swallowed an entire bag of cotton balls. Soaked in roadkill. And then left to marinate for a week in the Mississippi sun.

      “No?” Drew said. “Let me tell you what I’m not in the mood for. I’m not in the mood for my shit-for-brains brother to start demanding things when he’s done fuck all the past three days while moping like a teenager who just got his phone taken away.” Drew kicked Finn’s foot. “Time to get your ass up. Get your shit together and join the land of the living. I’ve covered for your sorry ass, but my patience is gone.”

      Finn was way too hungover for this conversation. Or, actually, maybe he was still a little drunk. He groaned and sat up, propping his elbows on his knees and cradling his pounding head in his hands. “Look, I’m sorry about the bar—”

      “You think this is about the bar?” Drew snorted out a laugh. “We’ve got it handled. This is about me watching you for the past ten years, you finally gettin’ what you want, only to let one little fight end everything.”

      Finn breathed out a humorless laugh, the image of Willow’s face from that night blinking in his mind. It was all he’d been able to see every time he closed his eyes. The pain and betrayal so vivid on her features. While nothing he did erased it, the alcohol numbed it a little.

      Hence why his mouth tasted like ass and gnomes were using ice picks to pound away at his skull.

      “It was more than ‘one little fight,’” he grumbled.

      “I don’t care if it was fucking World War III. Absolutely nothin’ is gonna come from you locking your mopey ass away in the apartment, drinkin’ your weight in bourbon.”

      Finn glared up at his brother. “No? What the hell else am I supposed to do? The woman I love just told me to get out of her life. Permanently. I don’t think some flowers and a dozen cupcakes is gonna cut it this time.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      Finn rubbed his eyes, trying to will away the headache raging behind them. “Tell me something I don’t know,” he muttered.

      “When you two eventually get married, I hope you know I’m using this story in your toast.”

      Marriage? Willow wouldn’t speak to him—he’d tried that, calling her a dozen times before giving up. Then he’d resorted to texting her—none of which she’d answered. She also probably couldn’t even look at him, though he hadn’t tested that theory since, instead, he’d chosen to stay home and get drunk off his ass. And his jackass brother was talking about marriage? Not fucking likely. Not after Finn had fucked everything up. “Now who’s the idiot?”

      “Still you.” Drew took a seat on the battered coffee table directly in front of Finn. “Here’s what you’re gonna do, dumbass. First, you’re gonna take a damn shower because you smell like a homeless man who just went on a bender. Then you’re gonna do what you’d already planned to—bring that check back to our illustrious mayor.”

      “It won’t matter.” Finn shook his head, pressing his palm hard against his forehead. “None of it’ll matter now.”

      “Maybe not. But it might.” Drew paused, long enough that Finn finally looked up at him. “Dick doesn’t play by the rules, so maybe you shouldn’t either.” He raised a brow.

      Finn snorted. “Yeah, I definitely see the sheriff helpin’ me out with this little situation I’m in.”

      “Who said you needed the sheriff? Way I see it, all you need is a convincing argument on why he should come clean to Willow about all he did back then. You said it yourself—there’s no way he’d have told her the whole story…just enough to pit her against you. So make him.”

      Finn ran a hand through his hair, his mind whirring with possibilities as he finally saw a tiny pinprick of light at the end of a long, dark tunnel. Drew was right. This might not do anything. But maybe, just maybe, it could. And didn’t he owe it to himself and Willow to at least try? To try absolutely everything in his power before giving up?

      He squinted at his brother, the harsh light coming in from the front window killing his eyes. “Where was this brilliant advice three days ago? I’ve wasted a lot of time getting…well, wasted. Maybe too much time.”

      “First, you kind of deserved it. A little payback for walking away from her in the first place. Second, you’re sucking down all our open stock for the bar, and Nola said I better get your ass under control before she comes over and does it her damn self.” Drew pushed to stand and looked down at him, shaking his head. “She’s scary-feisty, man.”

      Finn wasn’t arguing that. And he was ashamed it’d taken her getting fed up with him before he came to his senses. Jesus, some pile he was. Not only had he been an absolute worthless excuse for a human being, not helping with the finishing touches at the bar, but he’d been drinking through their stock too. Drew was right. It was time to get shit done.

      After a shower to help him feel half human again, he had some unfinished business with Mayor Haven to attend to.
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      It was dusk by the time Dick showed up where Finn had instructed. Getting him there had been a miracle in and of itself. But Finn’d had to be strategic about it. He certainly couldn’t show up at the mayor’s office—not with Willow right down the hall, liable to pop in at any moment. Same went for Dick’s home.

      Quiet and secluded it was, like some kind of back-alley drug deal. Come to think of it, this location wasn’t all that different from where they’d met all those years ago.

      “All right, boy,” Dick said as he heaved himself out of his car. “Best be tellin’ me what this nonsense is about before I make some calls.”

      Finn slid his hand into his pocket, not moving from where he leaned against the side of his truck, like he didn’t have a care in the world. Like his whole future didn’t ride on the outcome of this meeting. “Ah, yes. Calls to the sheriff, isn’t that right? Must be nice to have such a close, personal friend in law enforcement. Allows you to do all kinds of shady shit.”

      Dick stepped closer, his eyes narrowed. “You gonna spit it out already?”

      Plucking the check from inside his pocket, Finn pulled it out and pinched it between two fingers, holding it in Dick’s direction. “Gotcha a little somethin’.”

      “What’s this?” Dick snatched the check from Finn’s fingers and unfolded it. His brows shot up, eyes going wide. “This some kind of joke?”

      “’Fraid not, Dick. This is payback.” Finn smiled. “Quite literally in this sense.”

      Dick barked out a laugh. “If you think this’ll make everything better with Will, you’re even dumber than I gave you credit for.”

      “This? No. This isn’t gonna do anything with Willow. We both know that. This just settles the score between you and me. I’d been plannin’ on giving this back to you for some time. Just hadn’t gotten around to it. Wanted to wash my hands of your sins.”

      “My sins? I didn’t do nothin’, boy, except—”

      “Except blackmail a nineteen-year-old kid with nothin’ but a run-down trailer to his name and a momma who was facing a death sentence.” Finn nodded. “Nothin’ there but good old-fashioned neighborly advice, isn’t that right?”

      “Now, you listen here—”

      “Nope.” Finn pushed off from the truck and took a step in Dick’s direction. “I’m done listenin’ to you. Time for you to do some of it.” He reached out and plucked the check from Dick’s fingers, folded it up, then stuffed it in the mayor’s shirt pocket. Patted it twice. Possibly slightly harder than necessary. “That might’ve been years ago, but we’ve got a long memory in Havenbrook, don’t we? You proved that on the baseball diamond. Sure would be a shame for all your constituents to learn what you did back then. Especially now that the boy you did it to turned into a man who’s bringin’ value back to your precious town. Bringin’ jobs and revenue to the people who need it most.”

      Dick narrowed his eyes so much they were just beady little slits, glaring in Finn’s direction. “What’re you tryin’ to say?”

      “I’m not tryin’ to say anything. I’m merely suggesting you might wanna be honest with your daughter about the circumstances surrounding my departure. Or those circumstances might become common knowledge for the lovely folks of Havenbrook.”

      “How dare you! That’s blackmail!”

      Finn finally smiled for the first time in three days. “I know. Isn’t it great?” He clapped his hand on the mayor’s shoulder and directed him toward his car.

      “You’ve got until next week.” He opened the door for Dick, pressing hard on his shoulder to guide him inside. With his hands braced on the window frame and hood of the car, Finn leaned into the space of the opened door. “Now, Dick, I don’t want to ruin your career, but I will. I warned you it wouldn’t be so easy to get rid of me this time. Tellin’ Willow before I had a chance to didn’t make me run away.” He stepped back and shut the door. Through the open window, he said, “It’s only gonna make me fight harder.”

      With two hard taps to the roof of Dick’s car, Finn turned and strode away, feeling lighter than he had in ten long years, even despite the heaviness of his heart weighing him down.
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      Willow might’ve been too old to be curled up on the couch with her head in her momma’s lap as they watched a sappy romance on the Hallmark channel, but she didn’t care. For the first few days after she’d said goodbye to Finn, she’d tried to keep her stoic mask in place. Which had been easier said than done, especially after the idiotic show she’d put on at the softball game. If she hadn’t gone up to Finn and kissed the hell out of him for the entire town to see, no one would’ve had anything at all to talk about.

      But because she had, the whispers had followed her for days, though nothing was said to her face—it never was. It was all pointed stares and not-so-subtle fingers directed her way when they thought she wasn’t looking.

      Well, she’d had about enough of it. And after putting up with it for that long, who could blame her for partaking in some much-needed Momma time? Especially when that Momma time came with chicken and dumplings and warm, freshly baked chocolate chip cookies, her favorite comfort foods.

      “How long before Mac gets home, sweetheart?” Momma asked, her fingers trailing through Willow’s hair as they both watched the hero of the movie run through a bus depot, frantically searching for the heroine, inevitably to tell her how sorry he was for royally screwing up.

      If only things happened like that in real life.

      “Dunno,” she said. “What time is it?” She had no sense of time today. After toughing it out for too many days, she’d finally decided to take a mental health day and called in sick to work—for the first time. Ever. Avery had been shocked but had told Willow not to worry about a thing. That she’d hold down the fort and then would stop by after work if Willow wanted her to.

      In fact, all the people she loved had offered that—her best friend, both her sisters, and now her momma. She was damn lucky was what she was. Even if her heart did feel like it’d been put in a blender. Repeatedly.

      “A little after four. Think she’ll want some chicken and dumplings? I could get it heatin’ up for y’all for supper.”

      “We’ll be fine, Momma. We can heat it up when we’re ready.”

      “All right, if you say so.” She continued her soft caresses through Willow’s hair, lifting up pieces here and there. “Sweetheart?”

      “Hmm.”

      “I’ve been here for hours now. I’m tryin’ not to push, but…”

      Willow sighed. She’d hoped she could escape this conversation, though she had no idea what made her so delusional. “But what?”

      “Come on now, talk to me. What’s goin’ on with you and Finn?”

      “What’s goin’ on, or what was goin’ on? Because they’re two very different things.”

      “Now I’m sure that’s not—”

      “Did you know?” This part hurt almost as much as knowing Finn had taken the money in the first place. Willow could see this kind of thing coming from her daddy—actually hadn’t been even a bit surprised about it—but from her momma? That’d be a hard pill to swallow.

      Her fingers paused in Willow’s hair. “Know what?”

      “About the money.”

      “The money? What’re you—”

      A knock sounded at the front door before it opened, and her daddy poked his head into the space.

      “Richard? You can’t be hungry already,” her momma said, a note of exasperation in her tone. “It’s not even five!”

      “What?” her father asked as he stepped into the house and shut the door behind him. “Oh no. No, that’s not why I’m here. I, uh…” He shifted on his feet, wiping a hand across his forehead.

      Willow furrowed her brow, trying to puzzle out what was happening here. Something wasn’t quite right. She’d never seen her daddy…well…nervous. And that was exactly what he was, shuffling his weight from foot to foot, his gaze darting between her and her momma before flitting off to the side.

      “You’re here to what, honey?” Momma asked. She tipped her chin in the direction of the TV where the movie still played on, the hero and heroine wrapped in each other’s arms. Damn, Willow had missed the best part. “Willow and I are just finishin’ this movie, and you interrupted a bit of girl talk. Can it wait?”

      He glanced back at the TV before turning to face them once again. “I’m afraid it can’t, darlin’. I really need to speak to Will about…about somethin’ important.”

      Willow sat up, glancing at her momma who shrugged in response to Willow’s unasked question as she pressed pause on the movie. “What is it, Daddy?”

      “Well, see… I…” He cleared his throat, rubbed his hands together. “What happened was…”

      Her momma huffed. “Oh, for heaven’s sake, Richard, would you just spit it out already?”

      “Now just hold on. It’s gonna take me a minute to get this out. Just…just bear with me for a bit.” He turned to Willow, his expression more sincere than she’d ever seen. “Will, I just want you to know before I tell you this I…well, when I did this, I thought I was doin’ the right thing. For you.”

      Well, now he was just scaring her. She’d never, not once in all her twenty-eight years, seen her daddy behave this way. So nervous and unsure. So…desperate, almost. He’d already told her about the money, and he’d barely blinked at that. If this was worse than paying her boyfriend off to leave her, well, she wasn’t sure she even wanted to know.

      He cleared his throat. “You, ah, you remember when Finn left all those years ago?”

      Her stomach squeezed, clenching in painful memory—both from what had happened back then as well as what had happened just last week. She slid a glance to her momma. It was an unspoken rule in the Haven household that they didn’t really speak of that time in her life. An unspoken rule she’d been quite happy to partake in, because it saved her the humility and hurt of reliving it.

      Looked like it just wasn’t her week.

      “Yes.”

      “Well, he…um, he may have been…coerced to leave like he did. Without word or contact to you.”

      Willow blinked at her daddy for a handful of seconds before she managed, “Excuse me?”

      Her momma, however, was much more eloquent. She narrowed her eyes at her husband. “Does this have somethin’ to do with the money Willow mentioned?”

      “She told you?” he asked, shock evident in his tone.

      Momma pointed a finger in his direction, her jaw tight with anger. “You better start talkin’ real fast, Richard James Haven, because I am this close to losin’ my patience with you.”

      “You have to understand,” he said, hands held up like he was trying to calm a rabid animal, “I thought I was doin’ what was best.”

      “Spit. It. Out.” Momma stood, arms crossed, toe tapping on the floor, glaring Daddy down.

      He looked at them both, inhaled sharply, then said in one breath, “Finn may have been blackmailed to leave town based on a threat of false charges.”

      Willow sucked in a breath at the same time her momma gasped.

      Then, in the scary-calm voice that’d always spelled trouble during Willow’s childhood, her momma asked, “May have been blackmailed? By whom, exactly?”

      Though he didn’t say anything, the look in his eyes spoke volumes, and Willow’s heart cracked open. “Now, I didn’t send him packin’ empty-handed. I wrote him a check. To…to help them get settled. Elsewhere.”

      “And you somehow think that’s better?” Her momma stomped over to her father, hissing under her breath at him, but Willow couldn’t pay attention.

      Her stomach roiled, a hornet’s nest kicked over, and her pulse pounded like a racehorse. The mix of emotions was almost too much to bear. There was overwhelming anger at her daddy, though the shocking part was she…wasn’t shocked. This was exactly like something he’d do—take it upon himself to set things just so, especially when he wasn’t satisfied with the alternative. Especially when his precious Haven reputation was at stake. But more than the anger, there was relief warring with disbelief over the fact that Finn hadn’t left because he’d stopped loving her. Hadn’t, in fact, wanted to leave at all.

      What would’ve become of them if he’d had the chance to stay?

      “Will…” Her daddy sat next to her on the sofa, his features blurring through a sheen of her tears. “If you’ll just give me a chance to explain…”

      She blinked back the tears, though one slipped out, and tried to swallow down the anger she felt for him. Did it pain him so much for her to be happy? Not once, but twice he’d taken it from her. Taken away something so perfect that’d made her the happiest she’d ever been. Had seen to the demise of something wonderful and beautiful, simply because he didn’t like it. “I’m not really sure how you can explain this away, Daddy.”

      “I’m afraid I have to agree with our daughter, Richard. I’m so disappointed in you right now. I can’t believe you did this.”

      “I understand you’re both angry with me. And you have every right to be. But I… I know you may find this hard to believe, but I thought I was doin’ it for your own good. I just want what’s best for you and your sisters.”

      “Your best might not be ours, Daddy.”

      “I—” He cleared his throat and seemed to bite his tongue and take a moment to really think about what he was going to say. First time for everything. “I realize that now. I just have so much faith in your potential, and I don’t want to see you throw it away.”

      “But I didn’t throw anything away. You did that before I had the chance to.” Willow’s voice caught as she tried hard to halt the tears threatening to spill like a waterfall. She didn’t want to lose it—not in front of her father.

      Thankfully, her momma realized this and ushered Daddy to the door. “Time for you to leave, Richard. While I try to fix this mess you made.” She pushed him out the door. “And don’t you think for a second this conversation is over. When I get home, you and I are going to have words.”

      Willow had already dissolved into tears by the time her momma wrapped her up in her arms, rocking her back and forth and telling her everything would be okay. Now that they knew the truth, everything would be all right.

      Except it wouldn’t. Because, truth or not, Finn had left. The rumor mill was still cranking full time in Havenbrook, and she’d heard just that morning he and Drew had headed back to California.

      Once again leaving Willow behind.
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      Willow knew she shouldn’t take advantage of her daddy’s guilt by continuing to call in sick to work, but three days over the course of five years could hardly be considered abuse of sick days. Besides that, she needed time to process what her daddy had done before she saw him again. And she definitely couldn’t process that on top of all the whispers in town.

      So she’d holed up in her house, her ass making a permanent indent on the couch as she’d watched daytime television and ate her weight in microwave popcorn. She hadn’t even had the desire to paint anything, her half-finished canvas sitting and waiting for her. But she’d started it when things had been good with Finn. Though it was just a painting of the sunset over the field on Old Mill Road, it oozed happiness. Contentment.

      If she touched it right now, she’d ruin it.

      Her front door opened, the smell of Chinese food wafting over to her. She twisted her head to look behind her toward the front door. There stood Mac, Rory, and Avery, one holding dinner, one carrying The Sweet Spot’s signature bright pink box, and the other a stack of movies.

      “Reinforcements have arrived,” Avery said, dumping the movies on the table. She lifted Willow’s legs off the couch and sat down, then draped them over her lap. “And we picked up a stray along the way.” She tipped her chin toward Rory.

      “We’re here to smother you with affection.” Rory walked past Willow, heading into the kitchen with the box of cupcakes.

      “And shitty movies.” Avery patted Willow’s leg.

      “And shittier food.” Mac pulled out a white carton and passed it to Willow. “Kung Pao Chicken—or what passes for Kung Pao Chicken in good old Havenbrook.” She grabbed another carton and passed it to Avery before pulling a third out. “Sweet and sour for the wild child, Ror—”

      Willow glanced up only to find Mac’s mouth dropped open as she stared behind Willow. She turned and looked into the kitchen. Rory stood at the counter, biting into what appeared to be her second cupcake, one liner already discarded on top of the box.

      “What?” she snapped, her mouth full, chocolate icing rimming her lips. “I’m an adult, and if I want to have my dessert first, I can.” Rory made quite a sight, her hair perfectly done, makeup a bit heavier than usual but still subtle, wearing a pretty dress as she inhaled a cupcake. She looked like she was headed for a night out on the town, not a night in with takeout and bad movies.

      “How come you’re all dressed up?” Willow asked.

      “I don’t wanna talk about it.” Rory grabbed the carton Mac held out, then plucked out a piece of chicken with her fingers and popped it into her mouth.

      Willow exchanged a look with Mac. Had their sister been possessed? It was probably nothing, but truth be told, Willow latched on to any small thing that took her mind off the tragedy that was her love life.

      Fortunately, Mac was on the same page. “The girls at home with Sean?” she asked.

      “No. The girls are with the sitter I hired so Sean and I could enjoy a lovely dinner out. But he thought working late would be a better use of his time on our anniversary. Never mind that he’s worked late every damn day for the past two months. Never mind that whenever I’ve called on those late nights, his new assistant, Desiree, has been there too.” She shoved another piece of chicken in her mouth. “Now, can we drop it, please? And will someone put in one of those shitty movies already?”

      Willow’s eyes grew huge, her shock mirrored on Mac’s face. Willow could count on one hand the number of times she’d heard Rory swear. Or talk badly about her husband—come to think of it, Rory had never spoken poorly about Sean. And while Willow certainly didn’t have a lot of experience in marriage woes, in her inexperienced book, skipping your anniversary dinner with your wife to hang around at the office was epic level of douchiness.

      “Hey, Rory?” she asked.

      “What?”

      “You wanna borrow some yoga pants and a shirt?”

      Rory’s shoulders sagged, and she gave the subtlest dip of her chin in acknowledgment. It probably made Willow a horrible sister, but it was nice to know she wasn’t the only one whose love life was imploding. And to see it happening to Perfect Rory? Was there hope for any of them?
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      It’d only been a week since Finn had left Havenbrook without a goodbye. Though, could Willow really blame him? She’d told him to get out of her life for good. Hadn’t answered his calls or his texts when he’d tried getting ahold of her. And by the time she’d found out the truth from her daddy, he’d already been gone.

      Only a week, and yet it felt like a lifetime. She’d thought the pain she’d felt when she was younger had been raw and intense, but the truth was it had nothing on what she felt now. Because now, it wasn’t just sadness over his absence. It was regret for not listening to him when he’d tried to tell her—and she had no doubt that was exactly what he’d tried to do. And mourning for a lost love so powerful it could’ve moved mountains.

      Despite wanting to hide away in her house, she’d done the adult thing and had gone back to work. The whispers had stopped, surprisingly. She wasn’t sure what had their attention that was more intriguing than her and Finn, but she wasn’t complaining.

      She’d been home for a couple hours already. Had made herself a gourmet dinner of frozen pasta in a cardboard box. She had all the fixings to make her favorite, but those damn sandwiches were so intertwined with Finn now that she couldn’t stomach them. It turned itself inside out at the thought. So instead, she was the frozen meal queen, at least when Mac wasn’t home to shove something down her throat.

      Her half-finished painting still sat displayed on the easel in the living room since she couldn’t bring herself to complete it, nor could she bring herself to put it away. So that meant she was in her room, on her bed, reading the same paragraph over and over again because she couldn’t concentrate on anything.

      The front door opened and closed, murmured voices filtering up the steps followed by feet pounding the stairs. Avery and Mac stood in her doorway, both looking ready for a night on the town.

      “Will.” Avery looked her up and down, disgust curling her lip. Possibly over the ratty clothes she was wearing. Or possibly over the spilled marinara sauce on said ratty clothes. “What’re you doing.”

      She held up her paperback. “Reading.”

      “Last I checked, you weren’t eighty years old, which means you shouldn’t be reading at eight o’clock on a Friday night.”

      “I don’t know what age has to do with it,” Willow said. “What’s wrong with reading, even on a Friday night?”

      “Absolutely nothing, except you’re on the same damn page you were on this morning.” Mac raised a brow. “Yes, I checked.”

      “Well—”

      “C’mon. Come out with us. The grand opening’s tonight. They’re doin’ two-for-one drinks till nine.”

      Willow’s stomach clenched as overwhelming sadness swept over her. “I…can’t.”

      Avery plucked Willow’s book from her hand, then yanked her up by the arms until she stood next to her bed. “You can and you will. This is the final piece in the square revitalization, and you deserve to see it. You did this, Will. We want to celebrate it with you, and everyone in Havenbrook does too.”

      She looked from her best friend to her sister, both of them imploring her with sincerity in their eyes. They were right, of course. This was what she’d been working on for the past five years. Was what she’d fought with her daddy over—because she believed in what was coming, and in what it could do for the hometown she loved so much.

      “Someone find me something to wear, because I obviously can’t go in this.”

      Avery and Mac exchanged a look, then Avery strode to Willow’s closet and began shuffling through, mumbling about this color matching that. Mac gave Willow a one-armed hug and pulled her close.

      This would hurt. Seeing the business Finn worked so hard on without him there would crack her heart open, no doubt about it. But she wanted to. Wanted to see the outcome of her hard work and determination for the past five years. Wanted, too, to see what he’d been able to accomplish with the odds stacked against him. Especially since he wasn’t there to see it himself.
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      By the time the three of them got to the square, it was packed. Nearly as full as it’d been during the Fourth of July parade. Hundreds of Havenbrook residents convened outside the space as they didn’t seem to be letting anyone inside.

      Willow allowed herself to take it in, really look at it for the first time since the Fourth. The once-peeling paint of the window casings and rotted front door had been replaced. The cracked pavement in front of the building had been repoured. And since she’d last paid attention, a sign now hung above the front door, a white drop cloth draped over it hiding the name they’d finally settled on.

      Mac waved to get someone’s attention, but Willow was focused on the building, where everyone else seemed to be looking. Waiting for…what, she didn’t know. And then Nola’s head popped up over the crowd as she stood on a raised platform directly beneath the covered sign. She brought her fingers to her mouth and let out a loud wolf whistle, quieting the crowd immediately.

      “Hey, y’all! Thanks for comin’ out tonight to help us celebrate the grand opening of Havenbrook’s very first bar.” A bright smile swept across her face as hoots and whistles burst from the crowd. “Now, I know y’all’ve been promised somethin’, so I won’t take up more of your time. I just want to welcome everyone”—she grabbed the white cloth draped over the sign and yanked it down, revealing the logo beneath—“to The Willow Tree.”

      Claps and hollers sprang up around her, but Willow couldn’t pay attention to any of them. Her gaze was fixed on the sign Nola had revealed. Letters spelling out The Willow Tree were punched out of steel, and beside it was a logo with a beer bottle as the trunk of the tree, leaves sprouting from the top and spilling out on either side.

      Her heart thrummed in her chest, her eyes filling with tears, her throat clogging with emotions so deep she could hardly breathe. Finn. Finn had done this—one last thing to show her how much he loved her, even after he was gone.

      And now, she was going to have to walk by it every day, was going to have to see it outside her window at work, and ache. Ache knowing she’d lost the love of a lifetime not once but twice. Knowing she’d never, ever get it—

      “Are those good tears or bad?” a voice whispered right in her ear. A voice she’d know anywhere.

      She spun around and there stood Finn, in the middle of Havenbrook Square, like it was the most normal thing in the world. “Finn, what—”

      “Come over here with me for a sec?” He held out his hand and tilted his head toward the other side of the square where no one lingered.

      She looked down at his hand and bit her lip, then looked back to find her sister and Avery. They were already swallowed up by the crowd, but Willow could still make them out. Avery smiled at her, and Mac gave her a thumbs-up. So she did the only thing she could. She slipped her hand into his, exhaling as his fingers closed around hers, his grip steady and firm. Comforting. Easing an ache in her chest that’d been there since she’d told him goodbye.

      When they were away from prying ears, he pulled her to a stop in front of him, their hands still connected between them. Then he just stared. Ran his eyes over every inch of her, cataloging each one of her features while she did the same for him. His hair was wild—like it got when she’d been running her fingers through it—his jaw covered with several days’ worth of scruff. Light bruises marred the skin beneath his eyes, as if he’d been sleeping about as well as she had. Which was to say, not at all.

      She wanted to throw her arms around him, feel his wrap around her. Wanted to kiss him and tell him she loved him and she’d missed him. But she had so many questions, she didn’t know where to start. So she blurted out the first thing that came to mind. “You’re supposed to be in California.”

      His lips quirked up at the side, and he reached out tentatively, his hand inching closer to her face. When she didn’t flinch or pull away, he swept his fingertips down her face from her temple to her chin. “Why would I be there when the woman I love is right here?”

      “But you… Everyone said you’d gone—”

      “You listenin’ to all that blatherin’?” He shook his head. “Just went back to pack up, sweetness. And to get Momma, but we were comin’ back. We were always plannin’ to come back.” He slipped his fingers around her neck. “I couldn’t leave you again, Willowtree. No threat was great enough to get me to go this time.”

      But last time, it had been. She and her daddy’d had a long talk, where she’d listened as he’d confessed every detail of what he’d done all those years ago. Her momma had sat next to her, anger and disappointment cloaking every bit of her body. He’d told them of what he’d done back then, and what he’d tried to do now. She hated her daddy for forcing Finn’s hand. For making him choose between jail time for a crime he didn’t commit, leaving his brother to fend for their sick momma, or leaving Havenbrook with enough cash to help his momma get better but leaving Willow behind. She couldn’t begin to fathom having to make that choice—between the love of your life and the person who gave you life. She wasn’t sure she could.

      She squeezed his hand. “My daddy told me. All of it.” She took a deep breath, dropping her eyes before meeting his gaze once again. “I’m sorry I didn’t listen before, when you tried to tell me. I’m sorry—”

      He tutted, pressing his thumb to her lips to silence her. “Now, you’ve got nothin’ to be sorry about. This was all on me. I made a mistake—a whole damn lot of them, actually—and this lands squarely on my shoulders.”

      “But Daddy—”

      “He had a hand in it, yeah. He was the one who put everything in motion, but I was the one who walked down the path.” He removed his thumb from her mouth and slid his hand around so he cupped her face. “I wanna get that right out in the open. I don’t want to keep any more secrets from you. If we’re gonna make this thing work—and, Jesus, I really want to make this thing work—I need you to know everything. Will you let me tell you?”

      If that was what they needed to start fresh, she’d do it. The truth was, she’d already forgiven him. But it seemed like he needed to get this off his chest, so she simply nodded.

      Blowing out a deep breath, he relaxed his shoulders. “I wish things had gone differently. I wish I hadn’t had to leave in the first place, but I can’t say I’d go back and change it if I had the chance. It allowed Momma to get the treatment she needed—something I’m not sure we’d have been able to do while stayin’ here. And I wouldn’t chance that again, even if it meant I had to rip out my own heart and leave you behind.”

      He stepped closer, bringing their bodies flush. Brushed his thumbs along her jaw as he lowered his head to stare directly in her eyes. “But I want you to know, Willowtree, I’m never, ever leavin’ again. If you say yes—if you want to do this thing with me—I want you to know what you’re signing up for. This is it. Me by your side for the rest of my life. I love you. So damn much. Have always loved you. And this time, it really will take Jesus himself to pull me away.”

      She’d believed him the last time, and he’d taken her trust in him and ripped it to shreds. But things were different now—she could see that in the way he looked at her. And he’d proven it, hadn’t he? He hadn’t succumbed to her daddy’s threats a second time. Had given back every bit of the money her daddy had paid him off with. Had come back, put everything he had on the line for another chance with her, despite the possible outcome. Because that was what you did when you were in love. Soul-crushing, mind-bending, all-consuming love.

      She licked her lips, her gaze dropping to his. She wanted to feel those on hers with an ache she could hardly ignore. “I just have one question.”

      “Anything. You can ask me anything, and I’ll be honest with you. I swear it.”

      “How’d you get everyone to keep quiet about this? About the name of the bar and about you bein’ back in town?”

      His entire body must’ve been coiled tight waiting for her question, because everything in him seemed to relax on an exhale as he smiled. “Bribed every one of those meddlers with a free first round.”

      She breathed out a laugh and shook her head. “And Mac and Avery?”

      “One round wasn’t enough for them, so I’m afraid I’m indebted to them both indefinitely.”

      She tsked. “Tough luck there. I sure hope it was worth it.”

      “Oh, sweetness. Don’t you know by now you’re worth absolutely everything to me?”

      He leaned down, pressed his lips to hers. And she did know. Knew it was the same for him as it was for her. Knew it’d take a force of nature to tear them apart again. Because as soon as their lips touched, everything inside her shifted into place. Settled and calmed, while at the same time sparking anew and coming to life.

      A life she couldn’t wait to share with Finn.
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      At nineteen, Finn never could’ve imagined his life would look like this. Ripped from the only girl he’d ever loved, with a sick momma, a brother just as lost as he was, and a fire burning under his skin to simply survive, he’d had no idea just how far they would manage to come.

      And just who’d be by his side once he got where he was going.

      He glanced at Willow across the bar. She still took his goddamn breath away every time he caught her eye. Every time she tipped her lips up in his direction, every time she reached for him, every time he woke in the morning with her cradled in his arms.

      He figured he was the luckiest bastard on the planet.

      They’d had plans tonight—a trip to the tree house to celebrate three months of business ownership. It’d been a rough three months—lots of long hours and stumbles as they’d found their footing with employees and figuring out how to run a business. But Willow had been there with him, had stood by his side through it all. Hadn’t complained when he’d had to work sixteen-hour days, when the only time she’d seen him had been for fifteen minutes on her lunch break.

      And finally, tonight he was taking an evening off. The three owners had agreed they’d each have a night off this week to decompress and celebrate their success…away from the bar.

      But fate, it seemed, had different plans for him tonight.

      Willow looked up and shot him an apologetic look, but he merely shrugged. He wasn’t asshole enough to demand they go out while her sister drowned her sorrows in vodka—who knew Miss Prim and Proper was a hard liquor kind of girl? Sure as hell not him. But he didn’t blame her for downing one shot after another.

      Hell of a way to find out your husband was fucking his assistant—surprising him at work in a last-ditch effort to save their marriage. That was what he’d overheard her say to Willow anyway. What a scumbag. Rory could be a lot to handle, but she was good people when it came right down to it. And any asshole who didn’t see that wasn’t welcome in his establishment, plain and simple.

      There’d been rumors floating around about Sean and Desiree before now, but given Finn’s history with Havenbrook and the busybodies working their mouths overtime, he hadn’t put a whole lot of stock in it. At least, not until he’d heard the story directly from the horse’s mouth. Well, the horse was now nose-deep in a shit-ton of vodka and well on her way to a nasty hangover come tomorrow.

      “Hey, man.” Nash took a seat a couple spots down from the sisters and lifted his chin in their direction. “What’s doin’ over there?”

      Finn lifted a brow as he poured Nash a glass of his usual. “You ain’t heard already?”

      “Heard what?”

      Finn rested his elbows on the bar top and leaned forward, dropping his voice to be sure it didn’t carry. “Sean’s been sleepin’ with his assistant. Rory walked in on it tonight. Was headed there to surprise him with a night out, I guess.”

      Nash glanced over at Rory, still dolled up in a pretty black dress, her hair loose and lips painted bright red, and let a string of curses loose under his breath.

      “My thoughts exactly,” Finn said. “I’m torn between tellin’ her to slow down so she doesn’t get a bitch of a hangover tomorrow and giving her the whole damn bottle.”

      Nash reached into his back pocket and pulled out his wallet, shuffling through his cash. “How much?”

      “For what?”

      “The bottle of whatever she’s drinkin’.” He tossed a couple twenties on the counter. “Gimme a shot glass too, would you?”

      Shit, was he going to have two drunk asses on his hands before the night was over? Though, if anyone was going to get drunk with Rory, there were worse people than Nash King to be by her side.

      Finn grabbed the bottle of Grey Goose he’d been pouring for Rory and passed it, along with a shot glass, to Nash. He slid off his stool and walked toward the sisters, Finn following behind the bar, eavesdropping as Willow chatted with her sister.

      “Shut up, Rory. I’m serious,” Willow said firmly. “I’m not gonna leave you alone at the bar drinking your night away just because I had plans.”

      “Not just any plans. Plans to have amazing sex with your hot boyfriend.”

      Finn choked out a laugh and tried to cover it with a cough. Well, shit. Maybe he’d given her too much to drink already.

      Willow didn’t even glance his way, too busy staring at her sister, her eyes nearly bugging out of her head. “Oh my word, you’ve had enough liquor for one night. Hell, I think you’ve had enough for the whole damn year.” She reached for the empty shot glass in front of Rory, but her older sister slapped her hand away.

      “Leave it! Listen to me now, I’m the oldest and I know best.” Rory sniffed, tilting her head up—and nearly falling off the stool in the process. “And what’s best is me getting shit-faced right here in this beautiful bar I helped design in secret. All ’cause I was too worried about what my lyin’, cheatin’ asshole of a husband would think about me doing somethin’ I loved. When that dickface was out doin’ someone else.”

      “Oh shit,” Finn said under his breath.

      “Rory. Honey. Why don’t we get you on home? You can stay with me and Mac tonight. I’ll have Momma get the kids, and you don’t have to worry—”

      “Oh Lord, the kids,” Rory moaned, looking close to tears.

      Willow shot him a panicked look, and Finn could only shrug in response because…yeah, no, he definitely didn’t have any idea how to handle that pile of shit.

      “Hey, ladies. I’m not interruptin’, am I?” Nash slid onto the stool on Rory’s other side, setting his glass right next to hers before pouring them each a shot. He lifted her glass and held it out to her, brows raised as he waited for her to take it.

      “What’s—” Willow started, but Finn placed his hand on her arm.

      “Just give it a minute,” he murmured.

      Rory shifted her gaze from Nash to the glass he held out and back again. Finally, she took it, and he clinked his glass with hers, then they both downed the shot.

      “You can go ahead with whatever you had planned, Will,” Nash said, pouring them both another. “Been a rough day, and I could use a few more of these.”

      Finn didn’t buy the lie—Nash never had rough days. The man was as easygoing as a golden retriever and never let much get to him.

      Fortunately, Rory was too far gone to notice anything. “Yeah, Will, you heard the man. Go make out with your boyfriend. Have the kind of amazing sex I’ve never experienced. Do it for both of us, all right? I’mma have a few drinks with this hot man who isn’t fucking his assistant.” She turned to Nash, eyes narrowed and lips pursed. “You’re not fucking your assistant, are you?”

      “Don’t have an assistant, princess, so that’d be a no.”

      “Perfect. No assistant-fuckers allowed in this part of the bar.” She gestured wildly around them, nearly knocking over the bottle of vodka. “This is an assistant-fucker free zone, people!”

      “Oh Lord,” Willow said. “Rory, let’s—”

      “C’mon now,” Finn said, tilting his head to the side. “Let her be, and come over here with me for a bit.”

      She looked like she wanted to argue, but she finally slipped off the stool and walked around the bar to meet him at the back. “Okay then, but you just remember I told you so when she’s hating herself tomorrow for how she’s acting right now. I’ve never in my life heard her drop an f-bomb, and she just dropped four of them in a minute! I’m so worried about her, Finn. I’ve never seen her like this.”

      Just then, Rory’s laughter rang through the bar, and Willow whipped her head in that direction. Nash was staring at Rory, his lips quirked up at the side as she cackled about something he’d said as if it were the funniest thing she’d ever heard.

      “See? She’ll be all right. You can take her home and coddle her a bit later. But let her be for just a little while.” He glanced around, checking to make sure Drew and Nola had everything out there under control. Nola stood by one of the high-top tables, chatting with a group of people, and Drew stood behind the bar, restocking.

      Perfect.

      He tugged Willow’s hand toward the office and walked backward, hoping like hell she’d follow him. “Come back here with me. I wanna show you somethin’.”

      She glanced over her shoulder at her sister once more, finally seeming to be reassured when Rory was still laughing. Turning back to face him, she smirked. “Is this somethin’ in your pants by any chance?”

      He gasped, bringing his hand to his chest as he opened the office door and guided her through, then shut it behind them. Leaning forward, he whispered, “There you go, bein’ a bad influence again. All I wanted to show you was this beer mug penholder Drew bought, and all you’re thinkin’ about is my cock. Such a dirty girl…”

      Willow tipped her head back in laughter, the sound soothing his soul like nothing else ever could. She slipped her arms around his waist, tucking her hands into the back pockets of his jeans. “I’ve missed you. Sorry I couldn’t get away tonight.” She shot a worried look toward the door again, so Finn did the only thing he could to distract her.

      He cupped her face and brought his lips to hers, starting the kiss slow and sweet. But things never stayed that way for long, not when they had the kind of chemistry they did. Soon enough, she had her legs wrapped around him and he was gripping her ass, grinding her down on his aching cock. Christ, he wanted her. Wanted her with every fiber of his being. But now wasn’t the time. She had too much on her mind, and he knew she wouldn’t be able to lose herself when her sister was in so much pain.

      So he calmed himself down. Loosened his grip on her ass until he was just kneading it gently, a companion to the slow glide of his tongue against hers.

      With three small, chaste kisses, he pulled back enough to look her in those eyes that he wanted to see every day for the rest of his life. “That’s all right, Willowtree. We’ve got all the time in the world.”
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      Thank you for reading SECOND CHANCE CHARMER!

      Did you catch that sizzling chemistry between Nash and Rory? Find out what happens when Nash tries to resist his best friend’s sister in Hometown Troublemaker!

      Aurora "Rory" Haven's life is in shambles. Her ex-husband's living with the woman he cheated with, her oldest daughter blames her for the divorce, and she's broke. To make ends meet, she partners with the too-young, way too hot local contractor she has absolutely no business fantasizing about.

      Nash King is working overtime so he can take over the family business. He doesn't need the distraction of his best friend's sister, but the hot-as-hell, pearl-clutching divorcée barrels her way into his everyday life. He's managed to ignore his attraction to her for a decade. What's another couple months?

      The summer heat and forced proximity has tempers flaring…and their chemistry sizzling. But Havenbrook's gossip mill is churning full-force, and the last thing Rory needs is everyone speculating over her crush on a man eight years her junior. Except crushing doesn't have anything on what's really going on…

      What would happen if the townspeople found out paint wasn't the only thing being stripped?

      ONE CLICK HOMETOWN TROUBLEMAKER >
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      War had a way of breaking a man. With my duffle slung over my shoulder, I walked through the cheering crowd toward the road and the Uber I’d called.

      I knew I’d left Tara, but I’d thought she understood why I had to enlist. It cut like daggers that she hadn’t been here. Though we hadn’t spoken in months, I thought maybe . . . maybe she’d come around. She hadn’t.

      According to the app, I was searching for a tan Camry. Except it was one of those toy Smart cars that was parked at the curb. I dismissed it, craning my neck to search the many parked cars for a Camry.

      The whir of a window going down caught my attention.

      “Where to, sugar?”

      I blinked as a woman with a southern drawl and cherubic face with pink cheeks grinned at me.

      “I’m uh . . .” I stuttered, unable to think as her smile brightened. “I’m waiting for my Uber.”

      Her smile went nuclear. “That’d be me.”

      I frowned. “I’m waiting for a—”

      “Camry. Sorry, it broke down this morning and I had to borrow this.” She spread her arms. “Come on. Time’s a-wastin’.”

      There was no way I could fit my six-foot-four frame in the tiny car.

      As if reading my mind, she added, “It’s bigger than it looks.”

      She leaned forward, giving me an unobstructed view of her cleavage that promised more than a handful. A shot of lust ran through me. I gave myself a pass. It’d been how long since I’d been in the company of an attractive woman I wasn’t in combat with?

      She swung the door open and sat back.

      I groaned and shifted my bag, afraid my dick had tented my pants. She curled her fingers, gesturing me inside.

      “Sugar, let’s get a move on. Once this crowd breaks, it’ll take forever getting out of here.”

      She was right. People were already heading toward the parking lot.

      Somehow I folded myself into the car. With my duffle on my lap, I could barely see out of the windshield.

      She hit a button on her phone and a navigation app came to life with directions to my place. I leaned back and closed my eyes, willing my erection into submission. Sitting close to the woman with the wildflower perfume made that task easier said than done.

      By the time we pulled down the long driveway to my family ranch, I’d almost calmed down.

      I felt around for the door latch as she got out of the car. I released a breath when the door opened and my bag was hauled from my lap. The brown-haired beauty gave a toothy smile as I unfolded myself from the seat.

      “Thanks, ma’am,” I said, feeling sheepish that she’d been the one to help me and not the other way around.

      I wasn’t sexist, but with my upbringing, some would call me a bit old-fashioned.

      “Ma’am?” She shook her head. “I’m not a ma’am. I’m Honey, sugar.”

      “Honey?” I asked.

      She eyed my shocked expression.

      “Don’t judge.”

      I fish-mouthed a second. “I’m Jake.”

      “I like sugar better.”

      She licked her lips as her eyes trailed down me. I felt naked, exposed, around this woman. She exuded a confidence I didn’t feel coming home from war. I was going to become what my father always wanted and I wasn’t sure how I felt about it.

      “You need help with that?”

      “With what?”

      Her eyes focused on my groin and I didn’t have to look to know my dick was practically waving at her through my pants.

      She stepped forward and the look in her eye was all invitation. That was enough for me. When she was close enough, I let her lean in before I buried my fingers in her silky hair and claimed her mouth. She tasted sweet, like mint candy.

      For only a second did Tara’s face drift through my thoughts. She’d given up on us. I hadn’t heard from her in months, despite repeated attempts to contact her. I was free to do whatever the fuck I wanted. And right that moment, I wanted Honey.

      We walked in tandem up the porch. I backed her against the front door, enjoying the feel of her soft curves against me. When she ground against my cock, I groaned in her mouth.

      The ranch was on several hundred acres, and so far we hadn’t been seen by the ranch hands. But fucking this woman outside didn’t feel right. I pulled back and prayed she wouldn’t change her mind.

      “Let’s go inside.”

      She bit her lip before nodding. Holy fuck, I didn’t think I could get any harder. I shifted her off the mat under our feet before reaching under one corner to produce a key.

      After opening the door, I didn’t waste time. I scooped her in my arms, letting her hook her legs around my back before kicking the door shut.

      “Damn, you’re strong.”

      My answer came in the form of a kiss as I headed toward the back bedroom, kissing her the whole way.

      We were both so eager, we didn’t bother taking off all our clothes. She fumbled with the buttons of my uniform and I tried to unhook her bra.

      I’d barely gotten my pants halfway down and a condom on when she shucked off her jeans, parting her sexy thighs. Dick hard as a rock, I slipped two fingers into her silky depths, testing her readiness. She was so fucking wet, I groaned as I sank my cock into her and took her mouth like I was possessed.

      I trailed my lips down her neck and shoved up her bra to expose her round, full breasts. I latched onto one nipple as she arched against me. Her body was like heaven, and I felt like I was feasting on the most desirable woman I’d ever seen.

      Her heels dug into my ass, urging me to pick up my pace. I’d wanted to relish the feel of her wrapped around me, but I gave into the pleasure and rode her hard.

      When her pussy clamped down on my cock, I shot off, pulsing inside her, thrusting hard until I was drained.

      Somehow, I managed to hold myself up with one arm and not flatten her against the mattress. To my shock, she wiggled off me and crawled under my arm to get free. I watched as she recovered her shirt and bent to find her jeans.

      Her ass was like temptation. My dick found some life and started to harden again. Her eyes were like a magnet to my cock.

      “Sorry, sugar, I got to get back to work.”

      I gaped. “Work?”

      She nodded. “Duty calls.”

      “I thought Uber drivers made their own hours.”

      “They do. But I work at the hospital and at a bar on my days off.”

      “Three jobs?”

      She indulged me with a smile. “Someone’s got to pay for my education.”

      “You go to school too?”

      When did she have the time? Finished dressing, she came over and patted my cheek.

      “I’m no plus-sized model like Ashley Graham. This girl’s got to work.”

      I didn’t know who Ashley Graham was, but I was too shell-shocked to ask as she turned to leave.

      “Will I see you again?”

      Her saucy smile should’ve been answer enough. “You have eyes, don’t you?”

      She winked at me—fucking winked.

      It felt like begging, which was something I was unaccustomed to. But I asked anyway. “Can I have your number?”

      She stopped and planted her hand on the doorframe. “Let’s just call this what it is.”

      “What’s that?”

      “Me doing my duty.”

      “Duty?” I questioned, feeling like a broken record as I repeated everything she said.

      “Yes.” She studied me and then let her gaze travel around the room. “You and me. You’ve obviously come back from tour. Since you called for an Uber, I assume you’re alone. God knows how long it’s been since you’ve … Yeah, I get it, because a guy like you,” she laughed, circling a hand in the air, “I know what I am and you being nice enough to ask me for my number, I assume manners were bred into you. But once you’re settled, women will flock to you like flies in a cow pasture. I’m not stupid enough to think you’ll actually call. So let’s just enjoy the moment.” She made a show of breathing deeply, which only put her breasts on display. “And I’ve got to jet.”

      She was gone before I could get a word in edgewise. For a second, I wondered if this was how women felt after a one-night stand—cheap and used. She’d judged me so thoroughly, it took me a few seconds before my wits returned. I stood, zipped my pants, and ran after her.

      I opened the door only to have a cloud of dust spew back in my direction. What the hell had just happened?

      I waited until her car disappeared around a bend and the dirt settled. I closed the door, thinking of all the things that I should’ve said. First was to deny her claims that somehow her not being a size zero mattered to me. In fact, I liked my women with meat on their bones. When Tara and I started dating in high school, she’d been what some people called big-boned. That wasn’t the case. By the end of our senior year, she’d lost the weight that had made her curves soft, though I hadn’t held it against her. Love was blind, like my mom always said.

      When ranch life threatened to suffocate me, I’d enlisted. We came from a long line of proud ranchers, and money was the last thing my parents worried about. So I’d sent my duty pay to Tara for her acting classes and whatever she needed to get her career started. When I’d seen her a year ago during leave, she’d been excited about our future. We’d planned to move to Los Angeles when my tour was over.

      But before I went back, Mom got sick. She’d ended up in the hospital with kidney disease. That’s why they hadn’t come to pick me up at the base. She had regular dialysis. The disease had progressed so much, she’d been added to the transplant list. One of my first orders of business since getting back home was to see if I was a match.

      When I’d told Tara that I couldn’t move, she’d cut off all contact with me.

      I closed the door and sank into Dad’s chair. The other assumption Honey had made about me was that I was some kind of womanizer—but the opposite was true. The only woman I’d ever been with was Tara. I wasn’t sure what had come over me with Honey. It was true that it’d been a while, but I’d been true to Tara the whole four years I’d been gone. What was it about Honey that had made me wild enough to forget the woman I thought I loved?

      Scrubbing a hand over my face, I accepted the truth. Tara hadn’t spoken one word to me in almost a year. Calls and emails had gone unanswered. Even her mother stopped answering my calls. I’d had a long time to get over Tara.

      The scent of honeysuckle invaded my nose. I should get up and shower. But I wanted Honey’s scent to linger on my skin a little longer.

      I heard movement in the house when my parents arrived from Mom’s treatment, and my eyes flew open. The first person I saw was Mom. I got to my feet to help her, but she swatted my hand and drew me into a hug.

      “Jake, honey, I missed you.” She kissed my cheek. “I’m not dead yet. I can walk. And you left your duffle out on the porch.”

      I’d forgotten all about it. “Sorry, Mom.”

      She patted my back while Dad ambled in carrying my bag. “Jake, my boy.”

      “Yes, sir,” I said.

      Dad had been an Army Ranger. Though he’d wanted me to stay and begin the process of taking over the family business, he’d respected my decision to leave and become my own man.

      “Don’t give me that crap. Give your old man a hug.”

      Dad was still a big man, but I no longer had to look up at him. I was a hair taller than he was now. Before we could say anything else, another person entered the house.

      After seeing who it was, my eyes found Mom. She pursed her lips as if she regretted what was to come.

      I looked back at Tara’s mom and her semipermanent frown—her signature look. She held a baby on her hip.

      It was my turn to be confused.

      “Is Tara okay?”

      Martha didn’t often leave her home on wheels. When she did, she made a big show of how put out she was. So even though Tara and I were done, my heart sank at the idea that something had happened to her. Is that why she hadn’t returned my calls? Then again, why would she wait to tell me now?

      “Tara’s fine. If you call leaving me high and dry with her kid fine.”

      Kid? Tara had a kid? Was that the reason for her silence?

      Martha wasn’t done. “Now that you’re home for good, you can take some responsibility.”

      She thrust the baby at me. I had no choice but to grab on. The baby put a fist in its mouth and gnawed on it.

      “What are you saying?”

      But I didn’t need her to answer that. One look at the kid’s blue eyes that mirrored my own was answer enough. I did the math. I wasn’t a good judge of babies’ ages, but by my calculation, it could be mine.

      “I’m saying I did my time with Tara. She ran off to be a star and left me saddled with a kid that ain’t mine.” I didn’t correct her that it was her grandchild. “She said you be the daddy. All the documents are in the bag.”

      My gaze traced to the floor where a large bag sat next to the door. “Don’t call me,” she said, exiting and closing the door behind her.

      The baby made a noise and I watched as bubbles escaped its mouth. Mom gave me a sympathetic look.

      Babies were so foreign to me, I didn’t know if it was a girl or boy. Martha hadn’t bothered to tell me its name.

      Dad, ever stoic, turned to me. “You’ll do fine, son. We’ll get through this as a family.”

      I’d seen horrible things overseas. A baby should be a picnic compared to that.
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      Breathing in and out had never seemed so hard until today. I could do this. It’d been almost five years. Based on the information I’d gotten from the agency, it was unlikely he even lived here. I was to meet a Jackson Turnball.

      I sucked in my gut, pulled up my big-girl panties, and knocked.

      Light footfalls sounded on the other side of the door. I closed my eyes. If he lived here, he had a family. How could I possibly work here?

      The door opened and a tiny face looked up at me.

      “Jamie,” a deep voice called out from somewhere toward the back of the house.

      With hair bluntly cut just below the ear, I wasn’t sure if the child was a boy or girl, though the pretty face was just a little too pretty for a boy.

      Beyond her, the house didn’t look much different than the last time I’d seen it. It had a modern country feel with a leather sofa in the open living room, and a modern kitchen sitting behind it.

      When the man himself came into view, I swallowed hard. He was just as beautiful as I’d remembered. Tall and leanly muscled, his arms looked strong enough to pick up a car. Scruff covered his jaw, making my panties damp at the mere sight of him.

      His eyes narrowed and I wondered if he even remembered me. I’d lost a few pounds, but not enough to drop more than a dress size from the last time I’d seen him. I didn’t think I looked all that different.

      “Can I help you?” he asked.

      His voice was husky, spiking another jolt of lust in me.

      “I’m here for the job.”

      His focus darkened. “They said to expect a Hillary Hunter.”

      I pressed a hand to my chest. “That’s me, though I’ve never been called Hillary a day in my life. It’s always been Honey.”

      “Honey Hunter?” There was a hint of humor in his tone.

      “Exactly. I know you didn’t expect to see me again, but I’m here.” I glanced around. “So, where’s the patient?”

      The tiny voice that spoke next had us both glancing down.

      “Gggrandpppa hhhhad an acacaccident. Hhhhe’s out of bed.”

      The man forgot all about me and darted to the left and disappeared down a hall. I followed at his heels, coming up short as we entered a room fit for a king.

      “Damn these old legs.” An older man, who stood in nothing but a shirt, stared at the bed like it was cursed.

      The room smelled like ammonia. I moved around the son, who stared at his father in shock.

      “I know what you mean. Getting old is a bitch. I laugh or sneeze too hard and I tinkle on myself. It sucks something awful,” I said.

      The man before me stared through narrowed eyes. “Don’t judge me,” I teased. “I can’t go a day without worry I might have an accident.”

      It wasn’t exactly the truth, but that wasn’t needed in this instance. I waited until a grin sprouted on the man’s face and he let out a belly laugh. Good thing his shirt was long enough to cover all the man bits since the child was now in the room.

      “Who is this woman? I like her,” the father said.

      “I like you too.” I offered a helping hand.

      “Jake, hire this woman.”

      “But,” Jake sputtered, “she’s—”

      “Hired,” the man said.

      I spotted the bathroom. “Why don’t we get you into a nice hot bath?” I prayed there was a tub after blindly making that statement.

      The cheery old man gazed at me wickedly. “Are you going to join me?”

      “Dad,” Jake said. “Jamie’s in the room.”

      I turned to face Jake, but looked to Jamie. “Would you mind fetching me some clean sheets and towels?” Jamie nodded and darted off. I turned back to Jake. “You can help by removing the sheets.”

      I didn’t give him time to answer, especially given his scowl. First impressions were everything. If I had a prayer’s chance at landing this job, I needed to show Jake that I could handle any situation thrown at me. As it stood, I guessed he only saw me as the tart that had gotten him off after only knowing him a short time. If I wanted him to see me as more than a one-night stand, I had work to do.

      “I usually like to know a woman’s name before I take off my clothes,” the father said.

      I held my hand out to Jake’s father. “Honey.”

      He gave me a wry smile. “Honey, I’m Ford. Can’t say it’s so bad getting old when I can have a beautiful woman such as yourself tending to me.”

      “Well, it’s my pleasure.”

      After getting Ford settled in the bathroom, I came out to get him a change of clothes. Jake and Jamie were making the bed.

      “I can take over if you wouldn’t mind getting clothes for your dad.”

      Jake didn’t speak. He just moved to the dresser and did as I asked while I helped tuck in the sheet edges. He headed to the bathroom and I moved to cut him off.

      “I should help him.”

      “You’re a stranger,” Jake said coldly.

      “Exactly. He has nothing to prove to me.”

      I plucked the clothes from his hands and went back to my patient. I put a smile on my face when I entered and covered up my discomfort from Jake’s dismissive tone.

      “Can you cook?” Ford asked.

      I liked that he didn’t assume because of my weight that I could.

      “I sure can.”

      “My Martha can cook.”

      “She can?”

      According to the job description, Ford had a mild case of dementia. It didn’t mention whether his wife was alive—only that a live-in caretaker was needed.

      “She sure can.”

      “Are you hungry?”

      “I am. I’m in the mood for Martha’s roast with some mashed potatoes.”

      “I’ll see what I can do.”

      Once he was dressed, I helped him into the bedroom. Jake stood there alone. I wasn’t sure where Jamie had gone.

      “Ford would love some of your mother’s cooking.”

      I guessed that was who Martha was.

      At Jake’s panicked expression, I assumed his mother was no longer with them.

      I turned to Ford. “Why don’t I dazzle you with some of my cooking before you decide to hire me?”

      “Honey, I already hired you,” Ford said with a wry smile.

      “Dad—”

      Ford held up a hand. “Is the nurse for you or me?”

      Jake looked away. “You.”

      “I’m not dead yet. Let me choose who’s going to clean my ass, then.”

      I bit my lip, not wanting to laugh.

      Jake’s jaw tightened. “You’re right.”

      “Of course I am. Now show the lady around and let her dazzle me with her cooking skills.”

      Ford winked at me and sat on his bed. I grinned and wondered if they were wrong about his dementia. The man seemed to have it all together.

      “This way,” Jake said reluctantly.

      I moved toward the door and tried not to purr when his hand landed on the small of my back.

      When we were alone in the hall, I turned to him but couldn’t meet his eye. “I can make an excuse to not take the job if my presence bothers you.”

      He said nothing until our gazes met. “My father likes you and he’s not liked anyone else.”

      How many applicants had shown up? I wanted to smile with pride about a job well done but knew it wouldn’t be welcome.

      “Okay,” I said.

      I started to turn away when his hand burned my forearm, stopping my forward progress.
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      Touching the woman made my heart race, remembering our time together after that fateful Uber ride. I ground my teeth together against the growing need to take her to my bed and show us both how perfectly we fit together.

      “Let me be perfectly clear that what happened last time can’t happen again. We won’t blur the client lines this time.”

      Anger flashed in her pretty brown eyes.

      “We didn’t blur the lines before. You were no longer my client when you got out of my car. Besides, you don’t have to worry. One time was enough.”

      She pushed past me, my ego taking a direct hit. I trailed after her, a question on my tongue. “What do you mean?”

      Her hair swung around her head as she spun to face me. “I think you know exactly what I mean.”

      “Daddy?”

      I turned to find Jamie standing in the doorway and changed course.

      “Did you help Mitch feed the horses?” The nod I got was a little too abrupt. “Is there a problem?”

      “R–Roger n–needs y–y–you. B–Br–Brownie is r–r–ready.”

      Understanding came over me. Breeding thoroughbreds was only one of the things we did at the ranch.

      “I’ll be there in a minute.”

      I turned my focus back on the beguiling woman.

      “Your son?”

      Irritation filled me. “Daughter.” I pinched my brow. “You know what—”

      Honey tucked some of her dark hair behind her ear. “Look, it was a mistake. Honestly, I thought she was a girl. But I thought it would be less insulting if I called a girl a boy than a boy a girl. You guys have egos the size of Texas.”

      Her analogy might have been true. However, with Mom gone, we all felt her loss, especially Jamie. Mom was the only woman on the ranch full time until Honey. Which was why her presence should’ve been a good thing. I shook off my concern about how she could possibly work here with me not being able to touch her.

      I pointed into the main room, which was open to everything. “There’s the kitchen, and your room is there.” I shifted my arm to point where we’d spent one memorable afternoon. I tried not to think about the fact that, according to her, I’d been the only one paralyzed by our prior encounter.

      I started to turn away, then faced her again.

      “You do realize this is a full-time job. You don’t have another job you need to get to?”

      Last time we met, she’d said she had three jobs and was going to school. Her eyes narrowed and I realized I’d said the wrong thing again.

      “I had so many jobs to pay for school. But someone like you might not understand the concept.”

      She turned, giving me an unobstructed view of her fantastic ass. I wanted to stay and admire her more, but duty called.

      I headed out the front door and walked through the barn to the other side. Brownie lay on the ground, silent. My ranch hands stayed at a respectful distance. We wouldn’t interfere unless she needed help.

      I wrapped my arm around Jamie. “How’s it going, squirt?”

      Her big doe eyes met mine and she shrugged. “Doe–s–s–s it–t–t h–h–hurt?”

      It was times like this I felt like a fish out of water. I promised myself I would always be as honest as I could with my daughter. That was how my parents had raised me.

      “I’m sure it does. But she’s strong.”

      “W–w–w … Was M–m–m–m–mom s–strong?”

      Exhaling wasn’t enough to alleviate my discomfort. I bent down to look her straight in the eye. “Strong enough to give you a chance at a better life, and I thank God every day for you.”

      I kissed the top of Jamie’s head before folding her into my arms. She didn’t know how she’d saved me. I planned to tell her that on her wedding day.
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      I’d already gotten the roast in the oven when Ford joined me. His presence was comforting, especially when he was the only adult in the house who wanted me there.

      “Tell me about Martha?” I asked.

      A warm smile spread across his face as I washed the potatoes in the island sink. I’d taken liberties in the kitchen and searched for what I needed to create the meal he longed for.

      “That woman. According to my brother, we could’ve had our pick of them, and he thought Martha wasn’t the most desirable. But I counted myself lucky Martha would have me.”

      I put the potatoes on to boil and worked cleaning up some before I started on the vegetables.

      “Sounds like your brother was judgmental.”

      He laughed. “He likes those showpieces.” It was my turn to laugh. “I tell Jake to stay away from the likes of them. They’re only good for parading around and ain’t much good for anything else.”

      I raised an eyebrow and he winked at me. When the doorbell rang, I waved off Ford from getting up from his counter stool.

      Behind the door stood what Ford would call a showpiece. She was shorter than I was by a few inches. Long, glossy black hair hung over her shoulder, like the kind in shampoo commercials. Her eyes narrowed.

      “Who are you?” She sounded like the mean girls from high school.

      A glance back at Ford and I spied mistrust in his eyes. Something about her he didn’t like. As his employee, I wouldn’t betray his needs to her.

      “The housekeeper.”

      Her face brightened and she breezed past like I wasn’t worth her time. It wasn’t any skin off my back, unless I’d have to work for her one day. A growing sense of unease grew in my belly at the thought.

      “It’s good Jake finally hired a maid. Now maybe he’ll be able to spend more time with me.”

      I had no right to be jealous. This woman with her fitted flannel shirt tucked into jeans plastered onto her skinny frame and scuff-free cowboy boots was with Jake. Her initial discounting of me ate at my self-esteem. She’d never once thought I was a threat to her. I didn’t want it to hurt, but it did.

      “By the way, where is Jake?” she continued, glancing around as if he was hiding in plain sight.

      Jamie came through the door and her eyes grew large when they landed on the woman. She stepped forward and Jamie stepped back.

      The woman smiled, glancing around. “Where’s your daddy, honey?”

      I almost answered but bit my lip instead.

      “He—he’s o-outside.” Her continued soft stutter tore at my heart. Though this time I wasn’t sure if she was afraid of the woman or if that’s how she spoke since she hadn’t said much.

      “Outside where? The barn?” the woman asked loudly, as if Jamie had a hearing problem and not a speech impediment.

      “B–B–Brownie’s hav–hav—g–giving birth.”

      The woman’s face wrinkled. “Why don’t you tell your daddy I was here? You tell him that he can come around tonight instead.” She winked at Jamie, who fled the house like it was on fire.

      The wannabe Barbie swiveled to face me. “Since one day soon, I’ll be running the household, I should introduce myself. I’m Jacque. Jacque with a q.”

      I took her offered hand and shook it. As much as I needed this job, I wasn’t sure how long I would last if Jacque with a q became my boss.

      “Martha.”

      The voice came from Ford, but didn’t much sound like the virile man I’d been talking to a few minutes ago. Instead, he sounded lost.

      When his eyes landed on me, there wasn’t a hint of recognition. “Where’s Martha?”

      Jacque rolled her eyes and started in Ford’s direction. “Now, Ford, you know Martha is—”

      Honestly, I didn’t know I could move that fast. But I stepped in her path, cutting her off. “Gone. Martha is gone.”

      Yes, I understood that Alzheimer’s patients should be spared the truth. However, there was a right and wrong way to tell someone news that might distress them.

      “You.” Ford pointed at Jacque. “You get out of my house. I could kill you for what you did to my brother.”

      Spittle flew from his mouth as he spoke. Fear showed in the woman’s eyes, and she backed up.

      “Make sure Jake knows I came by,” she said, fleeing the house.

      Good riddance, I thought as she skedaddled out the door.

      I turned back to my patient and held up my hands to calm him. Ford’s features softened.

      “Martha?”

      I smiled at the idea that he saw me as the wife he loved. It was far better than whomever he’d mistaken Jacque for.

      I took his large, warm hands in mine and spoke as gently as I could. “Martha’s no longer with us.”

      His face fell and his eyes began to water. I wrapped my arms around him, feeling strangely protective of this man I’d only met hours before. When Jake finally returned, I hoped we could forget the past. I really wanted—no, needed—this job.
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      “Come on, monkey bear,” I said to Jamie. I held her above me as if she were flying as I walked to the front of the house.

      Her giggles were the highlight of my day.

      “Let’s wash up,” I said, putting her down before I pushed open the door.

      A smell so sublime assaulted my nose and my stomach growled in delight. My father sat contentedly at the counter. The woman behind it stole my breath when her honey-brown eyes lifted and met my own.

      “Hungry?” she asked.

      Seeing her confused which appetite I wanted to feed.

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      I took off my hat. I hung it on the ancient coatrack Dad had made for Mom many years ago.

      “Why don’t you two get cleaned up and I’ll make a plate for you?” she offered.

      Jamie must’ve been hungry because she darted down the hall. I stayed and watched Honey a few moments longer. She stirred something inside me that I had no business feeling.

      I finally followed Jamie all the way to the back where the addition of another master suite had been built for me.

      The pitter-patter of my daughter’s feet signaled that she’d beaten me back to the table. Upon my return, I found Honey kneeled in front of her.

      “What’s that, sweetie?”

      As Jamie stuttered her way to an answer, based on encounters Jamie’s had with strangers I was ready to step in if she criticized my daughter in any way. Though I wasn’t surprised when she didn’t look at all annoyed that it took triple the time for Jamie to construct a sentence than the average person. Instead her face was open with a welcoming smile for Jamie.

      “Sure thing,” she said, and pinched Jamie’s cheek.

      I walked over to the counter, but Honey shooed me away.

      “You go sit down. I’ve got this. This is what you pay me for.”

      “Actually, I don’t pay you to wait on me,” I said dryly.

      Honey’s smile dipped for a second before it returned full force.

      “Well, then, let’s just call it good manners. Where I’m from, if someone comes in after working hard, it’s polite to let them take a load off. If that means serving them, it’s fine with me.”

      She made me a plate piled high with meat and mashed potatoes. Hunger won over what she’d called good manners. I dug in and had to suppress a groan. The woman could cook—so much so I didn’t mind the leafy green vegetables on the plate. Jamie was eating like she’d been starved for months.

      Silently, I berated myself for being a poor substitute for Mom. Since she’d been gone, I’d done my best to cook for us. But seeing her voracious appetite back in force, I silently missed Mom—and was thankful for Honey.

      After Jamie had seconds, a heavenly smell drifted from the kitchen. I watched as Honey pulled out a pan with something scented with vanilla.

      She spied me watching her.

      “Sorry, I didn’t have time to do anything fancy. It’s just pound cake. I hope you like it,” she said.

      Odd thoughts—like proposing marriage—popped into my head.

      “If you won’t say it, boy, I will,” Dad said. “Martha, forgive me.” He stared at the ceiling for a second before staring at Honey again. “Will you marry me?”

      Honey blushed as she laughed, bringing out the golden hues in her eyes.

      “It’s nothing. My grams taught me all I know.”

      She sliced up cake and added a scoop of ice cream on each plate before serving us. If she kept this up, I’d put on more than a few pounds in the coming weeks.

      When we were finished eating, Jamie took our plates to the kitchen. It’d long been a routine that those who didn’t cook had to help in the cleanup.

      “I like her,” Dad said to me, with Honey several feet away.

      I tried my best to ignore him. The sounds of Jamie’s laughter drifted from around the counter. Honey had created a heap of bubbles in the sink.

      My chair scraped across the floor, and Dad gave me a raised brow. I ignored him and stomped toward the kitchen, not totally sure why I was pissed off.

      “Jamie and I can handle the dishes,” I announced.

      There it was. I’d been jealous.

      “It’s okay,” Honey said, giggling with Jamie and not even looking at me. “We’ve got this.”

      I folded my arms across my chest. Though I’d been tired and not doing the dishes sounded appealing, housekeeping hadn’t been in her job description.

      “I can help.”

      Worn out from the day, I sounded more surly than I’d meant to. She turned and glared at me outside of Jamie’s view.

      “Well, then. Why don’t you dry?”

      Honey sounded annoyed but she swung a wet plate in my direction. Water droplets rained down on me. She slapped it into my open palm and then turned a sweet smile back to my daughter, who giggled.

      I grabbed a towel and dried.

      They chatted, and I shouldn’t have been angry that she got along well with my daughter. But I hadn’t had to share Jamie with anyone other than my folks. What was going on with Honey was different. I felt like I was being replaced, which was dumb considering she’d hadn’t been here a day yet. Clearly, I needed sleep so I could rein in my emotions.

      After we finished the dishes and all the leftovers were put away, I sent Jamie off to get ready for bed. Dad had eased into his worn leather recliner and was out.

      “Can I talk to you for a second?”

      Honey wiped her hands on a towel. “Sure.”

      I walked to the back door and held it open. She breezed by and the scent of wild honeysuckle wafted from her. I closed my eyes a second before following her out onto the covered back porch.

      She turned and folded her arms across her chest.

      Annoyance was written all over her face. “So, sugar, should I pack my things? And by the way, did Jamie tell you that you had a woman come by looking for you?”

      For some messed-up reason, her anger toward me was a total fucking turn-on. I stepped in her direction, wanting to kiss that frown right off her face. Luckily, I stopped my feet from moving as her expression changed. She looked almost confused, as though she could sense my sexual frustration from just standing in her presence.

      I opened my mouth to speak, but Jamie called my name. I turned around to find her standing behind me with a book in her hand. She hadn’t had enough time to take a bath, but there was worry on her face. My gaze bounced back to Honey and then to Jamie. Was she afraid Honey would be fired within hours like the last few we’d hired?

      Turning back to Honey, I said, “We’re not done with this conversation.”

      Jamie’s stuttered “Daddy” had me refocusing on her, so I left to figure out why she needed me. She was my priority, not Honey.
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      Pacing seemed like a good idea at the time, but I had surely worn a path in the rug that sat under the bed in my room. Jake might’ve been hotter than sin in hell, but he was acting like a total jerk. Though I had to give him bonus points for putting his daughter first. He hadn’t brushed her off to give me any more pieces of his mind.

      And so far, I wasn’t fired. Despite my conversation with Jake, my bag sat by the door untouched.

      My phone beckoned. I wanted to call somebody to free my bottled anger. This job was a lifeline. I needed it, and I needed the place to stay. I’d lived far too long on my best friend’s couch; I didn’t want to call her and bug her about Jake. She’d probably feel obligated to tell me to quit and come back to her place.

      I’d just rounded the bed when I glanced up to see Jake watching me, his arm braced on the doorframe. I narrowed my eyes.

      “Just say what you have to say, sugar.” As if he hadn’t already made it clear.

      He straightened.

      “I don’t want you to go. It’s just—this is my family, and I have to protect them. You showing up and making them feel like your family …”

      “Like what? I shouldn’t be nice to them? I should be an asshole like you’re being to me?” I asked.

      “It’s not that. It’s just—”

      “Just what?” I snapped.

      I barely got the words out before he’d taken two predatory steps in my direction. His long strides had him eating up the distance between us before I could process what was happening.

      He plunged his fingers into my hair and dipped to possessively claim my mouth. I gasped, and he took advantage. He savaged my mouth like he had a claim on me. Unfortunately, it was just like the first time we met. His kiss made me unable to breathe. His hands slid down my back, over my ass, and I was about to hook my leg around him when the doorbell rang.

      I groaned, but he didn’t let me go completely. He kissed me again until the bell chimed a second time. He finally let go, stepping back, but he said nothing. Our eyes held each other until he turned to go answer the door.

      There was a promise in his eyes that what happened wasn’t over. Then he was gone.

      I gave into temptation and went to peek into the living room.

      The man’s ass in his jeans should’ve been illegal. Tall and handsome as he was, I didn’t quite understand why he was single. When he opened the door, I shouldn’t have been surprised to see Jacque with a q.

      “You didn’t show up for our date,” she said.

      Quietly, I stepped back, closing myself inside the room I’d been given, not wanting to hear about his missed date. What the hell had I been thinking? He’d ruined me once, though he hadn’t known it. Our one time together had been more than magical. I’d thought that walking away that day had made me brave. I’d been the one leaving him before he’d asked me to. Girl power and all that.

      I locked the door. Jake, Jacque, and Jamie. That sounded like the cutest family ever. Who was I kidding? She was totally the type of woman he’d marry. I’d always been the fill-in girl. Pretty enough that a guy would try to hook up with me, but not quite pretty or skinny enough to be that same guy’s girlfriend.

      I flopped onto the bed. It made a slight squeaking noise under me. It hadn’t done that the last time I was in this room—the time Jake had taken me like a man starved. A lot of time had passed since then. We weren’t the same people today. I’d excused my behavior that day as a silly mistake—I’d done my duty was all. He was a soldier who’d put his life on the line for me, for our country. But the truth was, I’d been selfish and needy, and he’d been hot and willing. Here I was falling back into that trap again.

      A short time later, a knock sounded on the door. I held my breath. I knew if I opened it and Jake was on the other side, I’d let him have me.

      “Honey, are you awake?” His baritone voice was rough. I held my breath and hoped he’d assume I was asleep, even though the sun hadn’t quite set.

      When I heard his retreating steps, I blew out the air I’d been holding.

      Eventually, I pulled out a worn paperback from my bag. The guy on the cover, astride a butter-colored Harley, had gorgeous ink on his back. It was a story I’d read over and over again. Even though he looked like a menace to society, the heroine who pushed his buttons was a total badass herself. I wanted to be her: strong and independent. But in my current reality, with a man like Jake whose kisses made my toes curl, I was so weak it was laughable.

      At some point, I fell asleep on top of the covers. I awoke the next morning to the sounds of pots clanging and muttered curses. I blinked a few times to recall where I was before remembering I was at Jake’s house. I got to my feet and quickly brushed my teeth. I washed my face before I dared walk out to what sounded like a wide-awake household.

      Burning eggs hit my nose first. Jake cursed and Jamie laughed. Ford winked at me.

      “Give it to me,” I said, reaching for the spatula Jake wielded.

      He sighed and handed it over. I scooped out the burnt egg and tossed it in the garbage.

      “How do you like your eggs, Jamie?”

      “S–cc–rrrambled.”

      I nodded and gave her a broad smile. “Sure thing, sweetie.” Over my shoulder, I asked, “How about you, Ford?”

      “Fried,” he answered.

      So his had been the eggs burnt to a crisp. I plucked another pan from the copper ones hanging over the island and got to work. Before I cracked my first egg, I smelled toast on its way to being charred. I hit the button to make it pop up. They were a deep golden brown—I’d caught it just in time.

      I slid the fried egg onto a plate and plucked two pieces of toast to add to it. I placed it in front of Ford and went back to scrambling eggs in the other pan for Jamie.

      “What about you, Jake? Eggs?”

      He didn’t answer right away. So when I turned to hand Jamie her plate, I raised an eyebrow in his direction.

      “Sunnyside up.” When I didn’t move, he added, “Please.”

      “Coming right up,” I said, giving him my back to conceal my smile.

      Shriveled, blackened bacon sat on a plate. I ignored it for now and put more toast on. It was ready just as his eggs were.

      After the family was taken care of, I buttered some toast for me and ate an apple. His eyes locked onto me.

      “You’re not going to eat more?” Jake asked.

      “I’m not really a breakfast person.” I shrugged.

      He polished off his food before he spoke again.

      “Thank you,” he said, sliding off his seat. “Come on, squirt. We’ve got dish duty.”

      I scooted out of the way. Every time he was near, my body reacted as if he’d touched me. My skin became hypersensitive as memories of how he kissed and how he fucked made it hard to think straight.

      I went to my room to take a very cold shower and dress for the day.
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      A few days later, I found Jamie in the barn helping one of our hands, Mitch, work with the new foal. One of the youngest guys on our crew ran over to take Whiskey from me.

      “I’ve already cooled her down, gave her water, and made sure there were no hot spots,” I told him.

      “I’ll brush her down,” he said, eager to be of assistance.

      I feared my crew had heard whispers that I might have to lay some people off. I nodded and handed him the reins. Immediately, I went over to hug my girl.

      “Hey, sunshine, did you name her yet?”

      I’d promised our newest foal to Jamie, no matter that she’d fetch a decent price. Hell, hiring Honey had stretched the budget, but what choice did I have? I couldn’t run the ranch and babysit my father. Something had to give. Jacque’s deal was starting to become my only option.

      Jamie shook her head and I shook off my worries. “There’s still time.”

      I patted her back and went to check on Dad. I missed working with him. Not having him there only reinforced the reality that he wouldn’t live forever.

      When I opened the door, my stomach did a happy dance. The aroma of dinner cooking made it feel like Mom was still around. The woman responsible had her back to me, dancing to unheard music. I turned to Dad, who was transfixed. He felt my stare and gave me a shrug. Her movements were hypnotic. She was some kind of snake charmer because my dick uncoiled in my pants.

      Her eyes were closed as she turned. Even with only one earbud in her ear, she hadn’t heard us come in. Her body jerked to a halt when she spotted us. Her cheeks reddened.

      “Dinner’s ready,” she announced, her voice squeaking.

      She fled the room so fast, I chuckled.

      “I really like her,” Dad said.

      “Of course you do.”

      There was something about her that reminded us of Mom. It wasn’t in her looks—it was her take-charge attitude and ability to cook circles around everyone else. I hadn’t had to spell out the job to her. Either my description of what was required had been enough or she had a natural talent for this type of work. Since she’d come to us, I’d been able to take Jamie to a speech therapist and not worry about Dad. Honey was doing more than what I was paying for. I would have to figure out a way to compensate her for that.

      “No, seriously, the woman can cook and she’s easy on the eyes. And I know you, boy—you like a woman with curves. Pretty women that don’t look like stick figures are hard to come by.”

      He was right about that. Tara had been full of curves until she got it in her head that skinny was better. She wasn’t alone in that thinking based on commercials and the many way too thin actresses out there. It was probably why I hadn’t settled down. It wasn’t that I’d been hoping to run into Honey again—or so I told myself.

      “Your mother was a sturdy woman. She had hips—”

      I covered my ears. “Seriously, Dad, I really don’t want to think about you and Mom that way.”

      “Son, I’ve talked to you about the birds and the bees.” His grin said he was teasing me.

      “I’d like to think I was the product of Immaculate Conception.”

      Dad gave me a full belly laugh. “Yeah, well, your mother and I wanted to believe that our granddaughter was brought to us via stork.”

      It was my turn to laugh. “Tara’s mother sure did look like one when she brought Jamie to us.”

      I went to the front door and called for my daughter.

      Honey had disappeared in her room and we ate without her. I’d knocked on her door, but she hadn’t answered. With Dad and Jamie watching, I hadn’t pressed the matter. Was she avoiding me?

      Later, after story time with Jamie, I joined Dad on the back porch. He was smoking a cigar and looking more content than he had in a long time. When I sat, he pushed his cigar box toward me.

      I shook my head and instead poured two fingers from the whiskey bottle that sat there. Dad knew I’d join him because there were two glasses.

      “So, what have you decided?”

      His voice was rich and full. With his Stetson on, I could forget that a disease was eating away at the pathways in his brain.

      “I’ve decided nothing.”

      There was a big decision to be made about the ranch that affected more than just me and mine. I had the hands to consider. Something had to be done, or it would mean more than a few jobs lost.

      “No,” he said. “I mean about her.”

      He nodded to the sight not too far from the porch. Honey. We hadn’t really spoken much. I’d been meaning to, but she made herself scarce every time I was around. I hadn’t really known what to say, afraid I’d scare her off.

      She came into view, dressed in pants that clung like a second skin, ending just below her knee. But that wasn’t it. She wore a bright tiny top, not much more than a bra. Her rack was on display, and I wasn’t the only man in the area drooling. She jogged, rounding an outbuilding behind the house where we kept heavy equipment.

      To the right side of where we sat, a group of hands hung around the fence that circled the area in front of the barn. They watched her circle the outbuilding and looked like they should be eating popcorn for the undivided attention they were giving her. She was oblivious. With earbuds in both ears, she jogged around, disappearing around the corner and then reappearing after finishing her loop. She had no idea every male had eyes on her.

      My palm bit into the etched crystal as I squeezed harder. I slammed it down.

      “Son,” Dad tried to stop me.

      He’d guessed what I was about to do. Technically she was off duty and her time was her own. In that moment, I couldn’t see anything past the haze of red that clouded my vision.

      The screen creaked as I slammed it open, only for it to pop back closed with a thunderous crack. I ignored Dad calling for me to be calm and marched to stand right in her path. She stared right through me, so lost in her music.

      Her body slammed into mine and I had to circle my arms around her to stop her from falling down.

      “Sorry,” she muttered.

      Anger fueled my words.

      “What. Do. You. Think. You’re. Doing?”

      She frowned up at me and tugged the buds from her ears. “What?” she asked innocently.

      I repeated my words, letting menace seep into them.

      “I realize we haven’t talked about my schedule, but I assumed since you were eating with your family, I could have some time to myself.”

      Damn woman didn’t get it.

      “Time isn’t the issue.”

      Her confused expression hardened. “What did I do?”

      Nothing but make me feel way too possessive. I couldn’t say that. I glanced over her shoulders at the ranch hands. She turned and saw who I was staring at. Her cheeks flushed.

      “You do realize you’re the only female on this ranch other than Jamie, who’s just a little girl? I don’t like the idea of them thinking about you when they’re alone.”
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      Realization dawned on me, but he wasn’t finished.

      “These are good men, but they work hard all week without a woman in sight. And you’re a temptation they don’t need.”

      He pointed at me like I was a pile of horse shit he’d stepped in.

      I aimed a finger right back at him. “You’re an ass.”

      As I turned to march away, he caught me by the arm. The withering glare I gave him should’ve been like a kick to the gut. As I slapped his hand away, the peanut gallery made sounds of painful groans that turned into raucous laughter.

      Jake didn’t take the hint. He dragged me toward the house—I assumed so we wouldn’t be seen by our audience.

      Safely hidden, I pulled free from his grasp and he sighed. I said nothing and continued my stare down.

      “Honey.” He sounded weary as he closed his eyes.

      “Sugar,” I snapped.

      When his gaze landed on me, I shouldn’t have been affected by him after he was a jerk. But I couldn’t stop myself from licking my lips, afraid I might have drooled some. He was gorgeous, this big man with a big heart based on how he treated his family, not to mention his … My eyes drifted downward, trailblazing a path to the part of him that had blown my mind on our first meeting.

      I shifted my gaze, embarrassed by my thoughts.

      He moved, caging me in against the house. He leaned forward and captured my mouth like he was a man starved.

      The girly whimper that escaped my lips couldn’t be helped. The man may not be good at words, but his actions spoke volumes.
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      Her body was soft against mine, her lips sweeter than honey. I hadn’t meant to kiss her. But that sassy way she had about her broke my control. I’d wanted her mouth since she’d walked through my door.

      I’d expected her to slap me or push me away. But her hands dug into the back of my scalp and pulled me closer. My body hardened like hot steel dipped into a bucket of water. I let my hands drop from her hair to explore her curves, landing to cup her ass.

      She was easy to lift and she did me a favor by winding her legs around me. Not here, I thought, and carried her around to the front of the house. I stopped and listened. The house was quiet. I climbed the few stairs and opened the door, barely pausing as Honey consumed me.

      Her room was out. Dad was back that way. Jamie was in her room playing music. She loved to sing. According to her, it was the one time when her words flowed.

      I walked us down the hall and prayed my daughter didn’t come out. I wasn’t ashamed of Honey, but I wasn’t ready to explain the birds and the bees.

      The door to my room opened easily. We plowed in. Honey giggled and I wanted to kick the door closed, but I opted to take my time and lock it before I let her slide slowly to her feet.

      Guileless eyes met mine.

      “We—” I began.

      She placed a finger over my lips, silencing my need to give her an out. Taking control, she lifted on her toes and pressed her mouth to mine again. Heat flared in me like wildfire, and there was no putting out the flames.

      I ran my mouth over her throat and cupped her breasts until desire took over. I grabbed the fabric of the short bra thing she wore and pushed at it. She stepped back and easily whipped it over her head and tossed it to the side.

      Her brow lifted in challenge. I worked at the buttons on my shirt. Then she was there, parting the fabric for me. Her hands slid over my chest to the top of my jeans. I pulled her tight against me and slid my hands over the stretchy material that clung to her ass.

      She worked my fly and pushed my jeans to my knees. We stepped back, never letting our eyes part as we finished ridding ourselves of our clothes.

      There she stood, gloriously naked with a body like the pinup girls in old calendars Dad had in the attic. I wrapped my hand around my cock, trying to tame the beast that had no patience for waiting. It had been far too long.

      “What are you waiting for, soldier?” she asked.

      My dick stood at attention and I stopped pussyfooting around. I claimed my woman, backing her up to my bed. She licked her plump lips so I kissed her sexy grin and tumbled us onto the mattress.

      I left her lips in favor of her breasts, taking my time sucking each bud as my hand worked between her thighs. Her gasps came quicker.

      “I can’t,” she whimpered.

      She rubbed her body against my fingers as I worked them inside her. I could tell she was close and I’d yet to taste her. I moved a foot lower and buried my face in her heat. Her nails scraped over my scalp as I lapped and sucked, tongued and flicked until her back bowed off the bed. Her pussy clamped around my fingers like a vise.

      I had to cover her cries with my free hand. When she went limp, I pulled back, licked my lips, and had the urge to shove my dick deep inside her. I resisted and moved around to the bedside table and took out a foiled package. I tore it with my teeth and sheathed myself before going back to her.

      Her eyes were closed, but they opened when I pressed my mouth to hers, seeking entrance. I stroked the head of my cock over her entrance, once, twice, before I sank inside her. She was tight, her inner walls still vibrating from her orgasm. I groaned, afraid I wouldn’t be able to last, she felt so damn good.

      I tangled my hands in her hair and found a rhythm. I held her gaze as I pumped inside of her. At one point, I pulled back enough to look down between us. Seeing me slide in and out of her only took me to climax faster. I bit off a curse and ran a thumb over her nub. Her eyes closed and she drew me down for a feverish kiss.

      One of her legs hooked around me and the heel of her foot dug into my ass as she urged me on. I hadn’t wanted to hurt her, but power fueled my next strokes. The way she flung her head back, an expression of bliss on her face as her pussy convulsed around me, sent me over the edge.

      Several more strokes, each longer than the last, and I’d spilled every last drop of my seed inside her. Thank God for the condom or she’d be pregnant for sure. Though the thought didn’t exactly scare me. There was something primal about filling her belly with my kid that kept me hard. In fact, I was sure I could go another round.

      I collapsed on top of her for a few seconds before rolling to my side. I was about to coax her to my side when a piercing scream had me on my feet and shrugging into my jeans. I was halfway out the door, pulling my shirt on when I spotted Jamie pointing at a corner in her room.

      “Sp–sp–sp,” she stammered.

      She aimed at a corner where the ceiling met the wall. There, a spider the size of a half dollar hung out. I resisted the urge to say the word for her. The speech therapist we’d seen instructed that doing so wouldn’t be helpful. Jamie clung to my leg and I sighed. The black, eight-legged creature held no telltale signs that it was of the venomous variety.

      With Jamie at my side, I walked over and lifted a hand. It took a few moments but the spider finally crawled into my open palm. Ranch life came with more than a few creepy crawlers and I didn’t want her to be afraid. I crouched and held out my hand.

      “This one isn’t venomous. He’s more afraid of you than you are of him.”

      Jamie hadn’t run, but she wasn’t exactly trying to pick up the spider, either. It tickled my palm as it moved to the back side of my hand. I wasn’t afraid of it, but I didn’t want it crawling up my sleeve. I blocked its path with my other hand.

      “You don’t have to touch it, but you don’t have to be afraid, either.”

      She nodded. “Let’s take him outside and set him free.”

      I held the spider in one hand and took Jamie’s with my other. We ran into Dad in the hallway.

      “Who’s that doing all that screaming?”

      If it wasn’t one thing, it was another. Dad had slipped back into the past since he hadn’t asked why Jamie was screaming. He blocked the hallway.

      “Dad,” I said.

      If he didn’t remember me, calling him that would set him off. Although Jamie had been going through this with me, at times I saw the hurt in her eyes when he didn’t remember her.

      Dad blinked. “Jake.”

      I expelled a breath, grateful that hadn’t lasted long.

      “Yeah, Dad. Jamie and I are going to take this spider outside.”

      He didn’t acknowledge her, but after a second gave a stiff nod. I could tell he struggled in that moment to remember, but had presence of mind to realize that he should know who Jamie was.

      I walked by. I would’ve patted him on the shoulder, but both my hands were taken. At that moment I remembered Honey. Though my door was shut. I would apologize for my abrupt departure once I got Jamie, Dad, and the spider taken care of.
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      Seeing Jake at eye level, soothing his daughter’s fears in his calm voice, made me fall a little harder for him. Good thing I wasn’t in love with him yet or I wouldn’t be able to handle the crushing blow he was bound to give me when he realized his mistake.

      We’d crossed the line again. After dressing, I’d scurried out of his room, quiet as a mouse, only briefly pausing at his daughter’s open door.

      I kept going—something about spiders made me move faster, even if I wasn’t deathly afraid of them. That honor was reserved for snakes. I shivered, catching sight of Ford coming in from the back. I shut my door, afraid he’d see the guilt in my eyes and call me out for sleeping with his son. He wasn’t a man to hold back on what he thought.

      I made a beeline for my bathroom, grateful again it was private and attached to my room. I peeled out of my clothes for the second time that night and stepped in the shower. Now I was alone. The water was warm, but not as hot as Jake. He consumed my every thought. I hadn’t made a wise decision. Sleeping with him again would only make things harder when he put the brakes on a relationship between us. He’d made it clear that first day I’d shown up for the job where the line was drawn. He was the boss and I was his employee.

      Though he’d slipped, my mother had drilled it into my head that men were prone to make such mistakes. According to her, they acted with their dicks and occasionally thought about their actions later.

      My phone rang. I didn’t jump out of the shower to answer. Only a few people had my number—my bestie, my mom, and my grandmother.

      I got out and was disappointed that Jake hadn’t come looking for me. Though I shouldn’t have been surprised. He was probably glad he hadn’t had to give me the this was a mistake, it can’t happen again speech.

      After shrugging into sleepwear, I picked up my phone and dialed back my best friend.

      “Ashley,” I said.

      “Honey, I haven’t heard from you. How did it go? I assume good because you haven’t come back.”

      I’d lived with her the past few months.

      “Good. I like the job.”

      “Oh, great news.” Ashley had a big heart and I knew she was truly happy for me. “I have news too.”

      I didn’t doubt that she was bouncing up and down given the excitement in her voice.

      “What?”

      “Chris is moving in.”

      Chris was Ashley’s longtime boyfriend. They’d been heading in the direction of cohabitation for some time. No doubt my crashing at her place had held things off.

      “Honey,” Ashley said. I’d taken too long to respond. “You can still move back if you need to. It’s not like Chris is going to use the extra bedroom.”

      “That’s sweet of you, but I’m good.”

      “I’m serious,” she added. “With your mom moved out of state and your grandmother in that retirement community, you are always welcome here.”

      “Thanks, Ashley.”

      We talked a bit more. Ashley and Chris were going to get new furniture, not to mention she hoped he would pop the question soon.

      Melancholy settled in as I hung up the phone. I was happy for her, but I was reminded how alone I felt. If not for this job, I would be homeless. No way was I going to be the third wheel in her apartment. I could always go live with Mom.

      That prospect wasn’t appealing. Once I’d graduated from high school, Mom moved with her husband and my six-year-old half-brother to live closer to my stepdad’s ailing parents.

      After Dad died, I’d become the odd man out in my mom’s new family. I was also all my dad’s mom had left. So, I’d moved in with her and went through nursing school. This past year, she’d gotten an offer she couldn’t refuse on her house. She’d wanted to move to the retirement community, and outside of extreme and temporary circumstances, nonretired people weren’t allowed to live there.

      She would’ve been willing to stay in her house for me, but I wasn’t that selfish. I’d temporarily moved in with Ashley, just until I could find a place.

      And now, here I was, on the edge of doing something stupid that could cost me my job because I couldn’t keep my hormones in check.

      Sexy as Jake was, I would forget our night together and stick to my duties. I needed this job more than I needed Jake.

      

      I awoke to the sound of the ranch hands moving about in the early light. The night before I’d fallen asleep early on top of my covers.

      I didn’t feel tired enough to go back to bed, so I got up to get ready for the day. I was making a southern breakfast of grits, bacon, biscuits and gravy, and eggs when Jake came in.

      “Can I talk to you?” he asked.

      I wanted to say no, but the food was basically ready. Reluctantly, I nodded and followed him to the short hall that led to my room and the back door.

      “About last night …”

      Not unexpectedly, he couldn’t finish his words.

      “It was a mistake that we won’t repeat,” I said for him.

      He ran a rough palm over his thick hair. I remembered shivering as his calloused hands roamed over me. I tightened my thighs, afraid I might spontaneously combust.

      “Yeah, right.”

      Disappointment filled me. Though they had been my words, his rejection by agreeing with me stung.

      I pushed on. “We haven’t really talked about the terms of my employment, but I hope I can have Sundays off.” It was a leap of faith to add that so he wouldn’t consider words like, Maybe it’s best you don’t work here.

      “Sundays off is fine. I do the payroll weekly. I can pay you for the last few days if you want, or we can add it on to next week’s.”

      “I’m good with either,” I said, way too quickly.

      My bank account was operating on fumes and needed a top-up. But I was happy to have a job still.

      “All right.”

      “Breakfast is done. Help yourself. I’m going to get moving, if you have this covered.”

      “I did manage before you arrived.”

      I wanted to believe he hadn’t meant to sound mean. Silly me, once again feeling unwanted. I turned quickly, not wanting him to see the shine of tears in my eyes. It wasn’t his fault. Mom had built that wall in me. The fact that she moved on so quickly after Dad died and replaced me with a new family were the building blocks of my insecurity.

      “Honey.”

      I didn’t want to turn around. He was a temptation off-limits to me. Jacque was a better match for a guy like him. That thought steeled my spine and dried up any unshed tears. I faced him.

      “I … um …” He stumbled on whatever he wanted to say. “Thank you.”

      Confusion couldn’t describe what I felt. What did he mean by that?
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      Again, I’d messed up. Why had I thanked her? For not quitting? Possibly.

      “Thanks for understanding,” I said, quickly realizing I’d stuck my foot in my mouth yet again as she turned and scrambled into her room.

      Personally, I hated that room. I’d knocked on her door the other night and she’d ignored me. So I didn’t knock today. For what? To explain? That I wasn’t good with words was evident. The beguiling woman had me tongue-tied whenever I was in her presence.

      I walked back into the great room. Dad gave me an arched brow, which I ignored.

      “Finish eating and let’s saddle up.”

      “Where are we going?” Dad asked.

      “For a ride. I want to check on the cattle.”

      I had a bad feeling that wouldn’t settle. And maybe I just needed to get away from Honey and clear my head. I’d never acted this way in front of a woman, not even Tara. I may not have had pretty words, but I wasn’t ever at a total loss for them. I chose what I said carefully. With Honey, I couldn’t seem to string the right words together that didn’t make me come off as an ass.

      After gorging myself on Honey’s delicious breakfast, I saddled Jamie with me. She could ride on her own, but we were going out on a long one. I’d have to watch Dad and couldn’t split my attention watching out for her too. I didn’t want to have to make the choice between the two of them if something went wrong.

      Dad actually looked like his old self on his mount.

      “Ready, boy,” he commanded, Stetson firmly on his head.

      I nodded and let him lead us.

      “You said they’re in the north field.”

      “Yes, sir,” I agreed.

      The sky was clear as we took off and cantered to our destination. Eventually, we stopped at a high point on a low hill overlooking the cattle grazing in the pasture.

      My phone buzzed and I pulled it from where I had it holstered on my hip. I checked the screen and saw it was Jacque. I sent her to voicemail.

      “Who was that?” Dad asked.

      With Jamie sitting in front of me, I kept what I really wanted to say to myself.

      “Jacque.”

      “Have you decided what you want to do?” He’d been asking me that a lot lately.

      “Not really. What do you think we should do?”

      Dad shook his head. “This is your decision. The ranch is yours now and you need to be able to live with whatever you decide.”

      He sounded like he knew he’d be leaving me soon, and I didn’t like the idea.

      “You don’t have any advice for me?” I swiped sweat from my brow; the temperature was scorching. I pulled out my canteen and handed it to Jamie.

      “What are your options?” he asked.

      I didn’t bring up that we’d talked about my options the other day. It was a small thing—I was grateful he was here, in the present.

      “Jacque’s not going to sell,” I covered Jamie’s ears, “unless I bed her.”

      Dad chuckled. “She’s easy on the eyes.”

      “And hard on the ears,” I added.

      The woman could talk a man into an early grave.

      I uncovered Jamie’s ears knowing Dad wouldn’t say anything inappropriate.

      “Have you thought about Ned’s farm?” Ned’s land butted against ours on one side. It wasn’t ideal because it wouldn’t be easy to herd the cattle through the bottleneck pass between two hills to get there.

      “It’s not the easy ride, like to Jacque’s place to the south, but I’ve reached out to talk to him.” We were getting so much business, we couldn’t fill orders for beef. If we wanted to reach demand for our cattle, we’d need more land for them to graze on. “Otherwise we’ll have to sell and scale back. I’d hate to do that with so many people counting on us for a paycheck.”

      “I remember …” Dad’s eyes went far away. “Martha …” He finally focused on me. “Where’s Martha?”

      Damn, I’d lost him. Luckily, I was getting used to his slips and was quick with an answer.

      “She’s probably back at the house.”

      It was better if I got him home while he was still compliant. If he took off, I’d have to ride Whiskey hard to catch him.

      Dad nodded, turned his horse, and did what I’d dreaded. He took off without looking back.

      “Hold on, Jamie,” I said, kissing the top of her head before I put my horse into a gallop.

      We made it back at a breakneck pace. Dad was already off the horse and heading inside the house before I came to a stop. I helped Jamie off as Dad called for my mother. His voice grew fainter as he searched deeper in the house.

      “Walk the horses,” I told Jamie.

      Last thing I wanted was for her to witness what came next. I whistled for one of the hands who walked by. He spied the distress on my face and came over to help Jamie. I went in and hoped I could calm Dad down.

      Dad was headed for the door when I walked in. Angry eyes met mine.

      “What have you done with her?” He grabbed my shirt with strength he hadn’t shown in years. “Tell me, Jim.”

      That surprised me. Jim was his younger brother. He’d died years ago in a bar fight. From the stories I’d heard, my uncle hadn’t thought Mom was pretty enough for Dad.

      “Nothing,” I said, trying to break his hold.

      “Bullshit. I know you’re sweet on her. Your ugly comments have always been a ruse for how you really feel. She told me how you hit on her.”

      My eyes widened.

      “Dad,” I spat out, because I would have to hurt him to get free.

      That one word shook him. He released his grip and stared at me for a long moment before putting his finger in my face.

      “If I ever hear of you laying hands on her again, I will kill you myself.”

      Dad stalked off and slammed his bedroom door. I blinked, wondering what part of history I’d missed. What had my uncle done?

      As much as I wanted to go help with the horses, I couldn’t leave Dad alone. No telling what he’d do or where he’d go. I started to think maybe I’d have to hire a weekend nurse for when Honey had her days off. The ranch operated daily. I’d have to go look at the books. Maybe I could spare money for another part-time hand so I could spend the weekends with my family.

      More than anything, I wanted to be there for Dad as much as I could before he didn’t remember me at all.
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      My Sunday drive gave me an hour to think. Time I didn’t need. I was grateful when the security gates came into view.

      “Hillary Hunter to see Georgia Hunter,” I said to the guard.

      He checked my driver’s license against the approved list before letting me pass. I parked the car and then took the inside elevator to my grandmother’s floor. I knocked on her door.

      “Honey,” she said, enveloping me in a warm hug.

      I stepped into her tiny one-bedroom apartment. It was cute and furnished much like her house had been, but on a smaller scale. The kitchen and living room area dominated the footprint. She had a smallish two-person table to the side. Off to the other side was one bedroom with an unattached bath next to it.

      “Grams.”

      She patted my hair like it had been months since we’d last seen each other.

      I kissed her cheeks and felt more at peace than I had in days.

      “What are we cooking today?”

      Every Sunday we spent time in the kitchen. Grams taught me her tricks to her favorite dishes.

      “I thought we’d start by making my famous beer-can roasted chicken with all the fixings.”

      We worked seamlessly together after much practice.

      “Tell me about your job,” she said.

      I sighed and smashed garlic using the flat part of the knife. I might have hit it a little too hard. She noticed.

      “I’m like a nurse-slash-housekeeper for a family.”

      “Housekeeper?”

      I looked up to see her eyebrow raised. “It’s not that bad. Jake didn’t ask me to cook and clean, but it’s just him, his dad, who has Alzheimer’s, and his young daughter. I feel sorry for them.”

      “You and your big heart. I raised you well.”

      I grinned.

      “Now you call him Jake and not by his surname with a mister attached?”

      She’d caught that.

      “I knew him from before.” Grams would never leave me to that explanation. I tried to hide behind a curtain of my hair. “He’s my boss.”

      “That explains why you’re blushing.” Her sarcasm wasn’t lost on me. “Tell me about this young man.”

      I instead chopped the garlic into tiny bits. Finally, I spoke. “He’s a man trying to take care of his family and run the family business. I’m just the help.”

      I tried to avoid her gaze. “You don’t have to lie to me. I might be old, but I’m not stupid.”

      The hair I’d used as a shield, I tucked behind my ear. “I like him. But I need this job and I can’t mess it up. His daughter is the only girl there. It’s so cute how she’s followed me around the last few days when her dad wasn’t around. She’s full of questions. I feel like I’m making a difference, even if it’s just a small one. They treat me like family, not like help. It’s better than a lot of nursing jobs.”

      “And you’ve only been there days and not months?”

      “Yes.”

      But it felt like months. Outside of Jake, Ford and Jamie made me feel useful.

      Grams switched gears on me. “Have you talked to your mother?”

      “No,” I said, and swiftly changed the topic. “Is there anything else I should chop?”

      It was a bad segue.

      “You should call her.”

      “Why?” I snapped, but realized my mistake. “Sorry, Grams. I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just every time I talk to her, I feel like a burden.”

      She patted my hand.

      “You know your mother has a hard time dealing with her emotions.” I rolled my eyes, unable to stop myself. “You remind her of your dad.”

      “So that gives her the right to ignore me and move on like I never existed?”

      “No,” Grams said. “But she loves you in her own way. Never doubt that.”

      I sat on a stool in her small kitchen. “I know she loves me. When I was growing up, she never missed a school function, even after Dad died. It was the way she left, so fast and right after I graduated. I know there are a lot of years between me and my brother, but I feel left out of his life.”

      Grams sat on her stool, taking her time with cutting fresh green beans.

      “Have you ever asked her why?” I shook my head. “I think if you did, you might find out that there was pressure from her husband to move long before she did. You may learn that she promised to move once you graduated.”

      She eyed me like she knew this was fact.

      “How do you know?”

      “She came to me and we talked. She was torn between doing what was best for her husband and what was best for you. I told her she had an obligation to you long before she met that man.” Grams nearly growled out the words. “And that she should wait, let you graduate with your friends before uprooting to another part of the country.”

      “That’s why you offered to let me stay with you. You’d talked about me moving in with you before then. Did you stay in your house for me?”

      She shrugged. “Your father couldn’t be there for you. It was my duty as a grandmother to be there for you when you needed me.”

      I practically leaped from the chair and hugged her so tight, I might have broken a few bones.

      She patted my back before cupping my cheek. “There’s nothing I wouldn’t do for you.”

      Tears streamed from my eyes thinking about Mom put in the position to choose between her husband and me. I needed to call her.

      “Let me offer you some advice,” Grams said.

      I thought she would impart wisdom about loving thy mother or something like that.

      “A love like what your grandfather and I had, or what your mother had with your father, happens once in a lifetime. If this young man makes you happy, you should go for it.”

      She made it sound easy.

      “And my job,” I scoffed.

      “Jobs come and go. Love can be everlasting.”

      

      My grandmother’s words sat heavier in my gut than the full meal I’d eaten. As I pulled up to the ranch, I checked that the leftovers she insisted I take back with me hadn’t spilled. The sweet smell of peach cobbler filled my car. After parking, I was trying to balance everything in my hands when a man came up behind me.

      “Let me help.”

      I turned around and one of Jake’s ranch hands transferred the covered dishes from my arms to his.

      “Thank you.”

      He was awfully cute and had dimples to spare. I needed to fan myself. If every man on the ranch was this good-looking, I wasn’t going to survive here for long.

      The house was quiet when we walked in.

      “You can set them here.”

      “Yes, ma’am.”

      Now didn’t that make me feel old, and I was still in my twenties.

      After everything was set down, he took off his hat. Blond hair was plastered to the top of his head and curled around the edges where the hat hadn’t covered.

      “I was wondering …” he began.

      “Mitch.”

      We were both startled by Jake’s appearance at the door.

      “I—I was just helping her bring packages in,” Mitch said, before nodding at me and practically running out the door.

      “Why did you do that?” I asked.
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      Did she not get the guy wanted to ask her out?

      I angled my head. “Do what? Stop the boy from making a fool of himself?”

      “You’re insufferable.” Her muttered words were almost too soft to hear as she stormed out of the house.

      I sighed, realizing once again I’d stuck my foot in my mouth. But surely she’d guessed he was about to ask her out. Then again, maybe she wanted him to.

      There wasn’t time to go talk to her. I had to check on Dad again. A peek inside his door reassured me he was okay—still sleeping. I went to find Jamie.

      The sight of her grooming the horses with Ed warmed my heart. My girl was good with horses. Ed spied me leaning on the fence and came over.

      “She’s growing up, that one,” he said. I nodded. “Even though she’s going to first grade this year, in a blink of an eye you’ll be handing her off at her wedding.”

      I glared at him. He chuckled and patted my back.

      “Get used to the idea. When Sue got married a few years back, I warned Dan I had a rocket launcher.”

      I laughed. Sue was Ed’s only daughter from a failed marriage.

      “I’m not sure I’ll ever be able to let her go,” I admitted.

      Ed pursed his lips and silently agreed with me. “What you need is a distraction.”

      Thoughts of Honey swirled in my head. Had it only been a day since I’d had her in my bed? It felt like years, and I wanted her back there sooner rather than later.

      “Ah, there she is,” he said.

      I lifted my head. Honey had her long brown hair pulled back. The jeans she wore clung to her hips and her T-shirt was knotted at her navel, revealing a small slice of skin. It was enough to have me swallowing a groan.

      “She’s got poor Mitch tied up in knots. You know he likes a woman with more curves than bones, just like—”

      He cut himself off when he realized that I was that guy too.

      “He should mind his business,” I said.

      Ed tried a grin on me as he searched for something to say.

      “Maybe you should tell him that, or I will,” I added, feeling territorial about Honey.

      I looked away and watched Jamie walk the horses around the pen with a confidence I didn’t have at her age.

      “I think maybe you should let her tell him. It would be better that way.”

      What Ed meant was that if I warned him off, Mitch would do it only because I was the boss. In a roundabout way, he reminded me that as such, I shouldn’t meddle in the personal affairs of my employees, including Honey.

      I pushed off the fence and headed into the pen as Jamie finished.

      “Hey, thanks for helping with the horses,” I told her.

      Though she nodded, I waited patiently for her to speak. She took a deep breath and seemed to think about what she wanted to say. It was something the speech therapist told her to do.

      “I—I,” she stammered. Like a proud father, I watched as she didn’t let her stutter discourage her. She stopped and tried again. “I like w—” Again she paused. “—walking the horses.”

      “Why don’t we put these two up and let you ride Midnight?”

      “Yes.” Her smile was off the charts. “Please.”

      I covered my mouth to hide my joy. She hadn’t stuttered those words, and I didn’t point it out. These were baby steps—a few words that passed easily from her lips didn’t mean she was cured. But I had hope we’d get there one day.

      A car engine had me glancing up. Had Honey left? I stood and watched as plumes of dust trailed the car heading toward us.

      Ed came over. “I’ll help Jamie saddle Midnight.”

      Feeling betrayed that he was leaving me in the eye of the storm, I asked, “How long have you worked here?”

      He grinned at me. “Long enough to see you swaddled in diapers, and long enough to know that’s your problem, not mine.”

      His laughter trailed him as I made my way to the front of the house.

      Jacque got out of her car and waited for me.

      “Jake,” she said, holding up a hand to block the sun.

      Mom taught me manners, but I wasn’t feeling charitable at the moment.

      “Why are you here? I thought for sure our conversation the other night had cleared things up.”

      When she’d interrupted my conversation with Honey, I’d warned her about making things up, like the date we were never going to have. I didn’t care what it cost me. Then again, I would do anything to secure my daughter’s future.

      “You were upset that day. I thought I would give you some time to cool off.”

      I’d been more than upset. I liked an independent, take-charge woman. What I didn’t like was a liar.

      “I haven’t changed my mind,” I said.

      She shifted and stood as rigid as a pitchfork, spikes and all.

      “I thought you should know that Warren and his son came by with an interesting proposal.”

      Though I’d been ready to tell her she should leave, that bit of news stilled my tongue. Warren was relatively a new guy in town, new in that he hadn’t been born and raised here. Slowly, he’d been buying up land from aging ranchers and farmers without heirs.

      “They want to buy the farm.”

      I masked my shock, or at least I tried to. “Why would they want your place?”

      Their land didn’t butt against hers.

      She shrugged. “He didn’t give me much time to make up my mind. He said he’s in negotiations with Ned.”

      Shit. I ran a hand through my hair. Warren’s farm was east of Ned’s. Who knew what other deals he was making. He could be trying to box me in.

      Jacque spoke, breaking into my thoughts. “You know, when Daddy died and left me the land, I had no desire to be a farm owner.” I heard her next words in my head as she spoke them. “I want to be a rancher’s wife.”

      She stepped closer. “You and I have been friends a long time. And I remember when you took me to your bed.”

      More like she’d caught me on a day not long after Mom’s passing when I needed to feel more than think.

      Her hands stroked across my shoulders and down my arms before I caught her wrists.

      “Jake, we could be good together. Tara’s gone, and stupid, if you ask me. If you’d been mine, I would’ve done whatever it took to keep you.”

      Honey filled my peripheral vision, walking out of the barn with Mitch. She looked up just in time to see Jacque put her mouth on mine.
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      He’s acting like a scumbag.

      “Honey.”

      “Hmm.” I turned my focus back on Mitch.

      The last thing I wanted to witness was Jacque and Jake kissing … in a tree, k-i-s-s-i-n-g. First comes love, then comes—

      What the hell was wrong with me? A nursery rhyme. Seriously? Get yourself together, Honey. He isn’t the first man to disappoint you.

      “I was thinking that I could teach you how to ride,” Mitch said.

      I blinked a few times to put that thought firmly back into a nonsexual context, because the idea of riding Jake the other day popped into my mind.

      “Horses and me,” I shook my head. “We don’t mix.”

      My grandfather had tried to teach me to ride. But the horse wasn’t happy to have a big girl on its back. It reared up and I’d fallen on my ass. No, thank you.

      “Then maybe we could go out.”

      My jaw dropped—I hadn’t expected that. Okay, he’d been showing me more attention than the other guys had, but I’d assumed he was being nice.

      “I don’t think that’s such a good idea.”

      His face fell. As cute as he was, I wouldn’t do that to Jake, no matter what we did or didn’t have. There had to be another man who would want a woman like me in a fifty-mile radius who didn’t work for the man I really wanted.

      “Why? Jake?”

      Was it that obvious? I pursed my lips and nodded. Honesty was better.

      He tipped back his hat and swiped a hand over his hair before resettling it again.

      “I should go,” I said.

      I wanted to pat the cheek of his baby-smooth face, but I kept my hands to myself.

      “He’s not a bad guy. Maybe he’ll get over Tara. If he doesn’t, I’ll be here.” I gave him a small smile. Was Tara Jamie’s mother? “I’ll still teach you to ride, though.”

      He was being sweet. I nodded, though I would never take him up on it, and headed for the house.

      What I needed was a girls’ day next weekend. Calling my best friend was my first priority. Nothing like getting your hair freshly cut, nails done, and maybe a little shopping to boost the ego. After seeing Jacque, all statuesque, I needed all the confidence I could get.

      

      The next day, after an awkward breakfast where Jake could barely look at me, Ford offered to show me around the ranch.

      “Jamie, you’re coming with us, right?”

      Her infectious grin was welcome, especially after Jake scowled at me all morning.

      “Y–yes.”

      “Great.” I mussed her hair and she giggled.

      She needed a trim and an idea formed in my head. During my talk with Ashley, we planned a quick trip this coming weekend. And I had some money. Jake had left papers in my room for me to fill out. I did and left them on his desk in the small office opposite the kitchen. I’d woken up to find an envelope with my first paycheck under my door. The rate was more than what the agency had said. I’d planned to ask him about it, but he hadn’t looked like he was up to talking, at least not to me.

      I’d wanted exercise and I got it. The walk around the ranch was turning out to be an all-day experience.

      We stood on a low ridge overlooking land unmarred by buildings that went on for days.

      “Wow,” I said.

      Ford grinned. “We have over four thousand acres. More than most ranches in the area.” He crouched down next to his granddaughter and pointed. “And one day, it’ll all be yours.”

      Jamie’s eyes filled with wonder as a small smile played on her face.

      “Mine?” she asked in a small voice.

      Ford and I smiled at each other. It wasn’t lost on either of us that she’d managed to speak with no problem.

      “Yes,” he agreed, getting to his feet.

      Ford too was having a good day. Walking had kept his mind clear.

      “On the way back, I’ll show you the creek and introduce you to Martha.”

      Concern filled me. What had he meant? Did he think Martha was alive?

      We walked, and I wished—not for the first time—that I’d taken up Mitch on his horse-riding lessons. My feet were aching. I couldn’t imagine walking the entire ranch.

      When we arrived at a shady spot under a huge tree, I understood. A small, fenced-off area held tiny markers and a few understated headstones. It had to be the family burial spot. I hung back by the tree with Jamie as Ford went in and talked to Martha.

      Jamie took my hand and pointed to a watering hole shaded by the big tree.

      “Oh, that looks nice.”

      As hot as it was, the idea of jumping in and cooling off was very appealing.

      “Do you know how to swim?”

      Jamie nodded. I wanted her to speak more, but I wasn’t trained in speech therapy. Though, like anything else, practice makes things better.

      “Who taught you?” I coaxed.

      She looked like she wanted to speak, but held off for a second. “Daddy.”

      We both grinned as she recognized what she’d done.

      Ford called her over, giving me another minute to imagine Jake all wet and naked in that water. I turned away from those stray thoughts when Ford waved me over too. It was unlikely I’d get to see Jake naked ever again.
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      The house was too quiet. I searched and found no one. When Jamie asked if she could go on a walk with Dad and Honey, I’d agreed. But I thought they’d have returned by now.

      All sorts of bad scenarios played out in my head. I headed to the door, determined to search the entire ranch to find them. As soon as I got to the porch, I saw them about two hundred yards in the distance.

      Jamie ran over to me and I scooped her up.

      “Hey, monkey bear, how was your day?”

      “G–good.” She gave me a thumbs-up. “H–H–Honey’s t–taking me sh–shopping.”

      Honey had made it to the bottom step.

      “Don’t just stand there and block the way, son,” Dad barked, though a grin filled his face.

      I put Jamie down. “Go get ready for dinner.”

      Dinner wasn’t ready, but I needed to speak to Honey alone.

      Dad eyed me. I ignored him.

      “Can I speak to you a second?” I asked after Jamie was inside the house.

      Honey nodded.

      When the screen door swung shut, I turned my attention to her. I decided to start off easy before I made a mess of things.

      “How was Dad today?”

      She leaned against the post and tilted her head up to look at me. She was in the perfect position for me to kiss her, but I resisted the temptation.

      “He did okay. There was a moment when I thought we lost him.” My eyes widened. “Settle down, sugar. I don’t mean physically. Anyway, it was fine.”

      “Thank you,” I said.

      Her brows shot up. “For what? I’m just doing my job.”

      I was itching to touch her, but I held back.

      “It’s more than that. The job description didn’t include babysitting my daughter.”

      She straightened and instantly, I knew I’d fucked up.

      “Babysitting?” Her tone was filled with irritation.

      “It’s just you cook and clean and none of that is what you signed up for.”

      “I cook and clean because I like to.” She shook her head. “I love to cook; cleaning is a byproduct. You have my grandmother to thank for that. And I live here. What would it look like for me to make a meal for myself and not make enough for all of us?”

      She was right. Mom would’ve frowned on that.

      “I can cook,” I said in my defense.

      “You can’t boil water.”

      “I can,” I said, stubbornly.

      “Fine, but your eggs were certifiably bad. As far as Jamie, she’s like my niece. She’s no bother and I don’t see it as babysitting. So don’t cheapen it by suggesting that I’m just babysitting. Is that why you paid me extra?”

      It was my turn to stammer. “I—I just—I thought you deserved a little more. And I can’t pay you what you’re worth.”

      “You’re damn right about that. But I agreed to get paid for watching over your dad, and that included a roof over my head. The rest is just gravy. I don’t expect to get paid for it, unless I need to watch her while you go on a date.”

      My jaw slackened. However, I took the opportunity to bring up something else that was bothering me.

      “Speaking of dating—while I don’t have a no-fraternization policy, I think it’s unwise to date any of the hands. Everyone here is of value to the order of things. If something doesn’t work out between you and Mitch, it could make things uncomfortable for you both.”

      Her jaw dropped. “You seriously didn’t just say that to me.”

      Before I could find words to explain, she shook her head. “I shouldn’t be surprised. I mean, we had sex and the next day your girlfriend was here.”

      She turned to head inside. I ground my teeth together.

      “She’s not my girlfriend.”

      “Could’ve fooled me, sugar. It doesn’t matter anyway, because clearly what we did was a mistake.”

      I flew up the few steps and caught her. I spun her around to face me.

      “It might have been a mistake, but I don’t give a damn.”

      I cupped my hand at the nape of her neck and drew her close. Before she could protest, I closed my mouth over hers.

      She gasped, giving me entrance. I invaded her mouth like I wanted to conquer her body. When I drew back, she looked sated. But I had so much more planned for her.

      My plans were foiled when she sputtered, “I have to get dinner ready,” and fled the scene.

      I was left hard and needy as fuck. I sighed. I’d made so many mistakes when it came to her. If I had a prayer’s chance of getting in her bed and easing into her heart, I had to declare war.

      I grasped the door handle and thought, Let the battle begin.

      Jamie came down the hallway as soon as I walked into the house. She stole my focus, as she should, so I took her to sit with me in the living room. The aroma from the slow cooker made my mouth water.

      Jamie told me all about her day. Her animated responses only made me appreciate Honey more. I hadn’t had a chance to ask Honey about the shopping trip Jamie was so excited about. Jamie’s emphasis on the girls’ trip showed me just how much a woman in my daughter’s life had added something I could never give her.

      “Why don’t we set the table?” I suggested to Jamie.

      She nodded.

      I made it my mission to brush against Honey every time I could as I pulled plates from the cabinet and handed them to my daughter.

      I added a polite excuse me and sorry for each touch. When physical contact wasn’t enough, I turned to talk to her.

      “Tell me about this girls’ trip you have planned.”

      She was ladling what looked like stew over white rice. The beef chunks with carrots and potatoes smelled heavenly. She didn’t miss a beat when she answered.

      “We are getting the spa treatment and maybe a little shopping.”

      I placed a hand on her shoulder and whispered in her ear. “Sounds like you want to relax. There are other ways to unwind like under the stars in an unlit sky.”

      I slid my hand across her shoulders and moved to her other side to get Jamie the silverware. Honey’s body shivered under my touch, and I hated that I had to remove my hand.

      When Jamie moved away, Honey spoke. “On Saturday, I’m getting my hair cut and Jamie wants to come along. She might want one too.”

      The mood shifted. “A haircut? What’s wrong with her hair?”

      Though I’d whispered the words, she’d heard them well enough.

      “It looks like you took scissors to it.”

      I stood tall. “Her hair was tangled. I hated to see her cry. I asked if she wanted me to cut it, and she said yes.”

      “You couldn’t have taken her to a salon?”

      “I’ve been a little busy trying to run the ranch. I’ve barely had time to get groceries, and usually, one of the hands helps me out there.”

      She tipped her head to the side. “Well, I’m going to rectify that.”

      Her sassiness called for me to back her into a corner and kiss her until she was breathless. But Dad came in.

      “Has anyone seen my wife?”

      I closed my eyes and sighed. Honey moved in and the way she talked to my father warmed my heart more than her good cooking filled my belly.
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      It was hot, and I was thinking about last night. It’d taken more than my soothing words to calm Ford down. Jake played along, answering as someone named Jim. I’d had to reassure Ford that Martha was fine. I didn’t like to lie, but his agitation was getting out of hand.

      Today had gone on without incident, though Ford had been unusually quiet. I hated to think the charming man would soon be lost to us. Us. That’s how I thought of him. It had been a short time, but in my head, he was family. If I lost this job, I would miss them all, including Jake.

      Dinner was done and my unspoken time on the clock had ended. I’d chosen to take a walk and get away from the man who invaded my every waking dream.

      I rolled my neck to stretch my muscles as I neared the creek. I shrugged out of my tank and shorts, down to my bathing suit underneath. Thankfully, the creek was remote. No one could see me clearly from here without climbing a hill and using binoculars, and I’d spy them first.

      The water was cool as I tested it with a toe. My only regret was that Jake wasn’t with me. He’d played a game last night, brushing against me, causing goosebumps to erupt over my skin. It’d felt flirty but he ran hot or cold, depending on the day.

      I licked my lips, remembering the taste of him. I sank further into the watering hole, surprised at how deep it was so close to the bank. I waded out toward the middle and allowed myself to sink.

      The murky water was quiet and serene. I let myself float until my lungs burned for air. As I surfaced, all the worries of the past day released, as did the tension in my muscles. I enjoyed the stillness. Only sounds of birds and insects filled the space.

      On my back, the water began to cover my face and I let myself sink again. When I surfaced, a splash broke the pristine evening I’d been enjoying. I held my breath, reassuring myself that alligators didn’t live in this spot. I held as still as I could until a head popped above the water.

      Jake.

      I slammed a hand down, showering him with water.

      “You scared me!” I said.

      My playful response hadn’t gotten a smile out of him. His face was serious as he swam over. When he reached behind me, his arm shot back. Snagged in his grip was something thick and long.

      The brown snake made me scream, and I pinwheeled my arms, trying to get away. It was huge, and I went down. The last thing I saw before going under was Jake throwing the snake javelin style over the bank and out of the water.

      I came up sputtering and moved quickly to cling to him like a wet towel, locking my legs around him. He had the nerve to chuckle.

      “What the hell was that?” I cried.

      “Water snake,” he said, as if it were nothing.

      His eyes headed south and landed on the swell of my breasts over my peach-colored bikini top. Heat flared in every nerve ending in my body.

      “I can’t do this now,” I protested, kicking my feet as if he were a pony I could spur into a gallop.

      “Why not?” he said.

      He didn’t give me time to answer, claiming my mouth possessively. When his lips trailed down my throat, I panted for a second, but fear clawed at my throat.

      “I can’t. I’m afraid,” I admitted.

      This man, all solid muscle and lean framed, made me feel small and girly as he hoisted me up and walked us out of the water onto the bank opposite the snake. I’d never felt tiny with any man before, until him.

      My center was dead on with his hardness, creating an explosion waiting to happen inside me. I locked onto the curves of his mouth.

      “I need you, Honey.”

      He said my name like a prayer. All thoughts of the snake disappeared.

      With his hands cupped under my ass, somehow I found the ability to tease him.

      “What about no fraternization?”

      His grin came slow and sexy. “That was bullshit to get you not to date Mitch.”

      I watched his eyes for any hint of deceit. There was none.

      “As much as I want you, I can’t be your bed warmer until you find someone better.”

      If we were going there, I wanted to be honest with him, and myself. He continued to hold me up, as if I were light as a feather.

      “I don’t know where this is going. And I can’t imagine anyone other than you looking after my father, my family. But I want to see what we could be … together.”

      I caressed his face, trailing a thumb over his lips I was desperate to kiss.

      “You just want to fuck me,” I half teased, afraid my heart would rip to shreds if he was playing me.

      “I’m not going to lie. I need to be inside you. But that’s not all I want.”

      I pressed my lips to his, satisfied with his response. The cloudy sky opened up and a misty rain began to fall.

      “Let me have you, Honey.”

      Desire won out.

      “Stop asking and have me.”

      His eyes held mine. “I have to ask because I didn’t expect to find you here. I don’t have—”

      I knew where he was going. Thoughts of responsibility fled.

      “I’m clean, I swear. Tested, and I’ve never been with anyone without protection,” I said.

      “Me too. Do you trust me?”

      I nodded, tangling my fingers through his wet hair. He moved one hand to circle my breast and managed to still hold me. Then that hand glided down my side and tugged to free the strings on one side of my bikini.

      There was finesse in his actions I hadn’t expected. He shifted me in his arms to pull my bottoms free. Then his lips brushed the side of my neck. Need took over.

      “Please,” I begged, greedy to have him inside me.

      His hands lifted my butt, and I arched in anticipation of him filling me. His shaft felt like it grew tenfold as he stretched my inner walls. I moaned as his mouth claimed one of my nipples. Then he moved. He bounced me on his cock like a determined man. I was in awe of his skill and how effortlessly he held me.

      Good thing we were a safe distance from the house as my cries of pleasure filled the air.

      He cursed, stilling his movements.

      “You feel so damn good, I’m not going to last.”

      He walked me until my back pressed against the bark of the tree.

      “I need to taste you.”

      He stepped back, lifted me off him, and set me down on my feet. I wanted to complain, but he was on his knees in front of me in the blink of an eye. His hot tongue plunged inside me as he hiked my leg over his shoulder.

      Holy mother of sin! He dipped two fingers inside me and curled them to stroke over that spot as he sucked on my clit, and I came hard, rocking my hips against his mouth.

      When I was able to speak, I proclaimed, “My turn.”

      I kneeled in front of him, prepared to worship his cock like a damn idol. I opened my mouth and filled it with his dick. My teeth lightly grazed over him. His girth was almost too much to take. I swirled my tongue on the underside as I worked him in and out. His soft curses and the way he gripped my hair ignited a flame in my pussy.

      “Fuck,” he said, pulling me free.

      He spun me around.

      “Hold on to the tree,” he commanded.

      I did as he asked and bit my lip as he slammed into me. I whimpered as he worked me back into a frenzy. The slap of his flesh against mine was another turn-on. His strokes, long, hard, and fast, had me coming sooner than expected. I cried out as he groaned, his movements going off course as he followed me over the edge. We panted into the growing darkness. The night creatures went silent.

      He leaned over and kissed my shoulder.

      “That was fucking great.”

      “It was,” I agreed.

      He pulled out, and I hated it. Like the gentleman he was, he gathered my clothes from the ground and handed them to me. Dressing in wet clothes in the steady rain was difficult.

      I asked the question, though I was certain he had it covered. He wasn’t an irresponsible man.

      “Who’s watching your dad and Jamie?”

      “A longtime friend of Dad’s came over. He offered to give me some time.”

      It was true—Jake was always working. In the short time I’d been there, I’d not seen him take time for himself.

      “I came to cool off. It seems you had the same idea.”

      Our gazes locked, and I was sure we weren’t going to leave yet. My need for him grew again.

      “You heated me back up,” I said.

      He grinned, but there was something behind his eyes, a worry I hadn’t noticed until now. That tamped down any ideas of another round.

      “What else is going on? You can talk to me.”

      He pushed at his wet hair and wiped rain from his face.

      “I have some decisions to make.” He didn’t elaborate. “But I’m going to take you on a proper date, and soon.”

      My heart soared. I wondered what he had in store for me, but I wasn’t sure anything could beat sex in the rain.
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      She was wet and I wanted her again. I managed to keep my hands off her as we walked back and slipped through the back door. In her room, I fought for control as she stripped out of her clothes, letting them plop onto the bathroom floor. Mine followed.

      I lost the battle and herded her into the shower. She’d already turned it on and the water was piping hot.

      “I can’t get enough of you,” I murmured, cupping her breasts.

      She was the sun, and I was the moon, too cold when I wasn’t pressed against her.

      Her nails raked over my back, sending shivers through me.

      “You’re ready again?” She sounded surprised.

      “I’m always ready when it comes to you.”

      I left her mouth in favor of savoring the swell of her breasts. They overflowed my hands. An animalistic need snapped in me. I hooked my arms in the crook of her legs and hoisted her up, using the wall as leverage. Then I was inside her hot heat.

      Her eyes darkened, her desire making me weak in the knees.

      “You’re fucking perfect,” I said.

      Her head fell back as I changed the angle of my thrust.

      “More,” she begged.

      I obliged, driving the point home over and over again.

      A sweet moan escaped her throat as she came. An expression of bliss parted her lips. I couldn’t hold back. I came hard and had to bite back a slew of curses.

      When I pulled out, my body felt cold again. Having her was all consuming. I didn’t think I’d ever get enough of her.

      I helped her dry off, gentle as I touched every square inch of her body. Blood still hummed through me and if I wasn’t careful, I would take her yet again. But duty won over my baser instincts.

      “I have to go check on Dad and Jamie. But I want you in my bed tonight, even if it’s just for sleep.”

      Honey grounded me in a way no one had before. To have her close may give me the soundless sleep I hadn’t had since before I joined the armed forces.

      I managed to slip out of her room. Dad and Billy were on the front porch, and I heard Jamie singing in her room. I slipped down the hall past her door, feeling like a thief, but a happy one.

      Dry clothes never felt so good. My first stop was to check on my daughter.

      “Jamie.”

      She ran into my arms and I felt slightly guilty. “What were you singing?”

      “‘L–’” she paused. “‘Let It Go.’”

      Her words came out as a song. I smiled. “Will you sing it for me?”

      She grinned. I held her in my lap as she serenaded me. Her voice was young but beautiful. I could listen to her all day.

      By the time I heard the door open and men’s voices fill the air, she’d finished.

      “Let’s go check on Pop.”

      She nodded and ran on energetic legs into the other room. She gave her grandfather a hug, and I nodded at Billy.

      “Have a nice talk?”

      Billy nodded. “It was great catching up.”

      Honey stepped into the room, and I watched Billy’s appreciating glance land on her.

      “Billy, this is Honey. Honey, this is Billy.”

      They shook hands. I didn’t want to introduce her as Dad’s caretaker. In the short time she’d been with us, she’d become much more than that.

      “I should get dinner going,” she said. “I hope you’re staying. I’m making beer-can roasted chicken.”

      Billy’s eyes lit up. “I sure am.”

      Honey didn’t come to my bed later that night. I wasn’t sure what to make of it. I didn’t complain or stalk her. I wanted her to stay, to feel comfortable in our house. As much as my inner caveman wanted to beat on her door and claim my woman in a grand announcement, I let her be, for that night anyway.

      I surprised her the next evening by having pizza brought in for everyone, including the hand who’d been working hard for me. But I had ulterior motives. Setup for our date was finished and within shouting distance of the house. Once the pizza arrived, I took Honey by the hand.

      “Jamie, holler if you need me.”

      She nodded. I’d already spoken to my father. Honey was puzzled, but I led her to the east side of the house, opposite the barn and the compound where the hands stayed. With the sun setting, the picnic blanket I set out was in the shade.

      She gasped. I had a bottle of wine in a silver bucket Mom had stowed away. Our plates were covered with the glass cake domes Honey had been using for the delicious desserts she made every night.

      “When did you have time?”

      I shrugged. Steak didn’t take much time on the grill. I’d also grilled the green veggies she liked so much. Jamie was in on my plan and had kept Honey busy with a card game while I cooked.

      “With Dad being Dad and Jamie so young, I can’t take you out to a restaurant like you deserve.”

      Her eyes misted. “No, this is great.”

      “I hope it tastes as good as it looks.”

      I’d been a decent cook, or so I thought until she came into our lives.

      “I’m sure it’s fantastic.”

      Still clutching her hand, I helped her sit. Then I opened the wine and poured two glasses.

      She sipped and stared at me.

      “What?” I asked, cutting my steak.

      “Maybe this is none of my business, but what happened to Jamie’s mom?”

      I put my knife down and sighed. It’d been only a matter of time before she asked. And if I wanted to pursue a relationship with her, she had a right to know since Tara would be involved, if only through Jamie, for the rest of my life.

      “I dated Tara all through high school. During that time, I felt pressured to take over the ranch since I’m my parents’ only child. But I wanted to be my own man, and not just Ford’s son.” I paused to remember Dad when he was stronger. “Tara wanted to be on the big screen. She wanted us to go to LA. But the closer it got to graduation, I realized that if I followed her, I’d be living her dream, and not my own. And I already didn’t want to live my dad’s.”

      “College?” she asked.

      I shrugged. “I had the grades and had been accepted to UCLA, but college didn’t appeal to me, either.”

      She sipped her wine. “I can understand that.”

      “My father used to say that the measure of a man wasn’t in what degrees he had or the amount of money in his bank account.” I chuckled, picturing him say those words. “He said the measure of a man was in his deeds and actions.”

      My mind drifted, remembering Tara’s face as I broke the news to her about my plans.

      “The war was going on, and I felt the pull.”

      “To war?” she asked.

      I nodded. “I’m not a violent man, but Dad taught me to shoot and I was good at it. I thought I could make a difference, not only for me and my family and Tara, but for our country. It was something I had to do.”

      “What did Tara think about it?”

      “She wasn’t happy at first. But when I promised to send her money to take the fancy acting classes she wanted, she didn’t say much.” I closed my mouth, wondering for the millionth time when things had changed. “She was always there when I came home on leave. The last time was no different. By then, though, the war had made an impression. I had no desire to go back, but I had to finish my tour.”

      Honey ate steadily as I unloaded my truth.

      “Mom had been diagnosed with kidney failure and needed a transplant, and I wasn’t a match. I had to tell Tara yet again that I wasn’t moving to LA. I’d gotten sloppy drunk that night, afraid of what she would say. She’d been my compass while out on the battlefield. Knowing that she was waiting for me helped me survive.”

      Concern built in her eyes, but I had to be honest if I wanted us to start things on the right foot.

      “I’d always been careful. I know I used protection that night, but my emotions were raw with everything going on—my mom, going back, Tara possibly leaving me …”

      “She ended up pregnant.”

      I nodded.

      “I didn’t find out until after Jamie was born. As soon as I got home, Tara’s mother dropped off the baby like she was a FedEx delivery.”

      “That’s awful. Tara?”

      “Neither she nor her mom have graced my door since.”

      She put her glass down on the hard placemats I’d brought.

      “I’m going to sound like a shit for asking—”

      I already knew what she was going to say. “Go ahead. It’s not something I haven’t asked myself a million times.”

      “If you always used protection, how can you be sure Jamie’s yours?”

      A picture of my daughter filled my head. With her sandy hair, I couldn’t be sure of anything. The only thing we had in common was our baby-blue eyes, like the sky right after dawn.

      “I can’t.”

      “You haven’t done a DNA test?”

      I shook my head. “There’s no reason. She’s mine now. If I found out that she wasn’t, where would I take her?”

      “Her grandmother?”

      “That woman wanted nothing to do with her. She’s more worried about her next government check or whatever else she does.”

      Honey nodded.

      “She’s mine. And I will fight the devil himself if anyone tries to take her from me.”

      I must’ve said the right thing for once because Honey launched herself at me. Her lips were feverish against mine. I clutched the fabric at her hips—having her that close was a temptation I wasn’t sure I could avoid. And though we were hidden, we were easily exposed.

      When she pulled back, her cheeks were flushed, her lips bruised.

      “And what about you?” I asked.
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      He wanted to turn the conversation to about me. I wasn’t yet done diving into his past.

      “Before I talk about me, I have one more question,” I said.

      Jake looked resigned again, as if he could read my mind.

      “Do you still love her?”

      I was glad he didn’t blurt out his answer.

      “I’ve known her most of my life. I wouldn’t want anything bad to happen to her.”

      He hadn’t exactly said no, but would pressuring him to answer make me sound desperate?

      “You have nothing to worry about,” he added. “Now, tell me about you. Any old boyfriends I need to kill?”

      He made me laugh, lightening the mood.

      “No. I dated on and off, but never anyone serious.”

      I didn’t add serious about me. I’d been foolish on more than one occasion to assume there was more and then felt like an ass when I found out the guy didn’t think any promises had been made. I’d been the one to jump to conclusions, or so I’d been told.

      It had taken me a long time to figure out that I’d been treated like a girlfriend so I could be a bed warmer. But when it came down to putting a ring on my finger or even just meeting parents, I’d be cast aside. That was something I wasn’t ready to share. Even hearing it in my head made me sound too needy. But I knew I wasn’t that girl. I’d never pressured a man into anything.

      “Sounds like their loss and my gain,” he said, a sexy smirk on his face.

      It was on the tip of my lips to ask him if he was really serious. My insecure thoughts were like roaches, hard to kill and were breeders, multiplying the worry in my head. I closed my eyes and breathed. Just because Jake could’ve been an actor or model didn’t make me unworthy of him.

      “You are worthy.”

      Shit. Had I said that aloud?

      He shifted and crushed his lips to mine. His touch gentle, he slid his hand down my arm to cover my palm.

      When he pulled back, he said, “I thank my lucky stars you showed up on my door. I’ve been thinking of you every day since that day you drove me home.”

      A spine-tingling shiver raced over me.

      “Dinner was great,” I admitted. “But I’m ready for dessert.”

      We gathered up the remains of the picnic. Though I hadn’t accepted his invitation the previous night, I did sleep in his bed that night, and a few after.

      

      When Saturday arrived, I was super excited to see Ashley. I was waiting when she parked out front. We squealed so much, some of the hands checked to see what was up.

      She was gorgeous, slim, sunshine-blonde hair. Her hazel eyes glowed in the light and I could hear the murmurs.

      “I’ve missed you,” I said.

      “Me too.”

      I may have clung on for a long time.

      When Jamie came over, I let go, realizing Ashley was so much more than a friend. She was family, and not seeing her for so long had left a hole in my heart.

      I turned around and found Jamie patiently waiting. I held out a hand and she came over to lean against my leg.

      “This is Jamie. Jamie, this is my best friend, Ashley.”

      Jamie paused, and I was grateful Ashley was as patient as I was. She waited without glancing around at the awkward pause.

      “Nice to m–meet you,” Jamie said.

      She held out a hand, but Ashley crouched. “That’s not how we greet people.” She pulled Jamie in for a quick hug.

      “Very nice to meet you too.” She stood. “Now, are you ladies ready?”

      Jamie giggled.

      A voice cleared and Ashley sucked in a breath. This was the magic moment. Any “boyfriends” I’d had in the past would show their true colors when they met her.

      “Ashley, this is Jake. Jake, this is my best friend.”

      His eyes didn’t bug out, nor did they sweep down her long, toned body.

      “Nice to meet you.” He took my hand and I felt money being casually tucked into my palm. “That’s for Jamie. Whatever she wants. And there’s enough for you guys to have lunch, on me.”

      I didn’t look in my hand. I’d heard that the ranch was facing some hard times. Ford had let that slip during recent conversations. I nodded my thanks. Jake would know what he could and couldn’t do, so I wouldn’t question it.

      We drove off, Jake waving behind us.

      “Well,” Ashley said. But she stopped as I pointed low enough that only she could see it, reminding her we had tiny ears in the back seat.

      “I’m getting my hair cut. How about you?” I asked Ashley.

      “Me too. What do you say, Jamie?” she asked.

      Jamie’s smile was wide as she bobbed her head. I’d made appointments for all of us. Even if Jamie didn’t want a cut, I thought getting her hair styled would make the trip feel special.

      At the salon, we were given the full spa-like treatment. The layers the stylist added to Jamie’s short bob made it clear that she was a girl—and I could see in Jamie’s eyes that she liked it too.

      “Now, time for shopping!” Ashley declared after we paid.

      I didn’t have much money for clothes, so this part of the trip was for my girl. She picked out several dresses, which surprised me.

      “Dresses, huh?”

      She shrugged. “I … have … lots … of … pants.”

      She took her time on each word. Her sessions with the speech therapist were slowly working.

      “Smart of you.”

      She grinned and we headed for a dressing room.

      Ashley and I made a show of oohing and aahing as Jamie tried on the dresses. But we had one final stop to make before we headed back. I hoped Jake wouldn’t kill me. He’d said anything Jamie wanted. I kept my fingers crossed that he’d meant it.

      

      When we finally got home, we hugged Ashley goodbye. She had a date with her guy and couldn’t stay for dinner. But it was the other car in the driveway that gave me pause.

      Ford came out and stared openly at Jamie.

      “Is that my beautiful granddaughter?”

      I watched as Jamie beamed at him. She was so cute, her hair freshly cut and a dress fit for a princess.

      “Wow, the guys won’t recognize you. Let’s go find Ed and play a trick on him.”

      They started to walk off, but I really wanted to see Jake’s face when he saw his daughter for the first time. I was rewarded when Jake came out of the house, grim-faced, until he saw Jamie. His expression changed to shock. The sparkling earrings could’ve been a part of that.

      “Is that my daughter?”

      Jamie nodded and they met each other halfway. He swung her up and spun her around. He’d given me a small smile before he’d seen her, and I would hang on to that. I couldn’t blame him for being awed. She looked a lot different than she had when we left.

      However, it was the woman who stepped out the door and came over to me who stole my joy.

      She held out her hand. “Hi, I’m Tara, Jamie’s mother.”
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      Thank you for reading HONEY! Part two of the duet, SUGAR, is available now!

      Just when Honey and Jake think they’ve got everything figured out, a blast from the past rolls in determined to tear everything apart.

      From Honey to Ford, secrets can make or break any relationship between Jake and the woman he loves.

      Trust will be the key to mending hearts and forging a path to the future. But it won’t come easy and at what cost until it’s all too much.

      ONE CLICK SUGAR >
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      Cassian March, the public face of Tampa's most exclusive nightspot, Club X, has a great life. Women, sex, and money are his for the taking, and no man indulges his desires more. Life is short, and he plays hard. He lives by only one rule—never let a woman get close.

      

      Olivia Lucas needs a job, and if that means working at a club that specializes in making members' wildest fantasies come true, then that's what she'll do. A girl's got to pay the rent, right? She never expected to fall for the gorgeous owner of Club X, though, but a man like him would never go for someone like her. Or would he?
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      Olivia

      

      The large, manila envelope sat on the coffee table with the ticket to the next chapter in my life. After nearly six months of being unemployed, it was time to join the ranks of the working again. I knew that. But after being out of commission for so long, all that was running through my mind was pure, unmitigated fear.

      Whoever said a degree meant a sure job must have been living in a different century. I'd done everything right. After four years of college, I'd graduated magna cum laude from a good school with a degree in management in hand ready to conquer the world. Unfortunately, I hadn't realized thousands of others just like me had the same plans, many of whom had attended even better schools and had a jumpstart on me with even better internships than mine.

      So after five years dedicating myself day and night to climbing the corporate ladder at the nation's newest sports apparel company, the fine folks who sat in cushy corner offices at Premier Sports decided to promote the other guy to regional sales manager of the northeast and gave me a pink slip. "You know how it is, Olivia. The economy just isn't what we hoped it would be. Best of luck."

      Best of luck. Nice. So Tony Galente and his lovely wife and three kids moved to Boston while I got a weak excuse for being fired and stayed right there in Tampa. Picking up the envelope, I thought about the frigid New England winters and muttered, "I hope he freezes his ass off up there."

      Printed in big letters, the name of my new employer stared up from the envelope at me. March Enterprises. The real name on the envelope should have said Club X. I'd lived in Tampa all my life and never once had I heard of any club named that, and I'd spent my fair share of nights celebrating everything from birthdays to bachelorette parties to my friends' promotions. But my friend Jake had and thinking he was helping me one night while he was on a partying binge had mentioned my name to one of the owners who was looking for an assistant to the main owner. That he was entirely too vague on the particulars of Club X made me uneasy, but he'd assured me this was a job I'd be perfect for. All I had to do was find a way to be okay that Club X was, as Jake termed it, "the kind of place I was in desperate need of," whatever that meant.

      Well, as they say, beggars can't be choosers, and this beggar had just about depleted the last of her savings. Whatever Club X might be, I needed this job.

      So I sat there with a potential job offer in my hands, unsure of what exactly the owner at Club X would want me to do but sure I couldn't turn it down. Slowly, I slid the lone piece of paper out to again see merely a paragraph telling me that if I desired, the job of executive assistant was available. All I had to do was interview at two that afternoon. Reading between the lines, I knew they wanted to see if my in-person style was as impressive as my qualifications on paper.

      "So they want to see you, Olivia. Time to show them what you got."

      Standing on shaky legs, I walked into my bedroom and checked out my interview look in the mirror. A navy blue business suit, white blouse, and navy three inch pumps said I was a confident businesswoman, even if my insides were shaking like jelly. I smoothed a few stray red hairs back into my bun and took a deep breath. I could do this.

      I had to do this.

      

      Arriving much earlier than I'd planned, I parked my 2005 Subaru Impreza across the street from an enormous warehouse and checked the address on the paper, sure I'd made a mistake. Jake had told me Club X was a bar and entertainment complex. Looking out my driver's side window, all I saw was a huge building that resembled an old factory. My GPS said I was in the right place, though, so I sat back and listened to music for ten minutes, hoping my interview jitters would calm themselves soon.

      As Katy Perry's Roar played like an anthem for my interview, I watched for any sign of life in the building I was supposed to enter in just minutes but saw no one. The warehouse was five floors and took up half an entire city block. Unlike other factories, though, this building had few windows. In addition, there was no neon sign alerting potential patrons that Club X even existed there. Perhaps that was why they were looking for an executive assistant to the owner. Someone needed to clue these people in on basic marketing techniques.

      The song ended, and I checked my phone for the time. 1:48. Time to head in. One last quick look in the rearview mirror to check that I didn't have lipstick on my teeth and I was ready to go. Stepping out into the warm May sun, I took a deep breath and made my way to the building.

      Unsure of which door to enter through since all the doors looked like the basic industrial strength steel variety, I turned the doorknob on the one closest to the left side of the building and hoped I wouldn't have to try too many and end up being late for the interview. Luck was with me and the door opened into Club X.

      I tried to calm my shaking legs, stepped inside, and stared with wide eyes at the scene in front of me. Open to the ceiling two floors above, the room was enormous. A solid glass bar ran the entire length of the far wall on the main floor, along with tables and chairs that took up most of the room. At the opposite end of the room was a huge space, I suspected for a dance floor. Craning my neck, I slowly turned around and tried to see the floors above but in the dim light I could only see walkways and staircases leading from level to level.

      "Ms. Lucas?"

      I turned at the sound of a deep voice saying my name and saw a man coming toward me. Over six foot, he was well-built yet lean, like every muscle in his body was trained to work at peak performance. His hair was dark brown and short, and as he came closer I saw his eyes, a brilliant blue color framed by dark lashes. His grey business suit was obviously expensive and tailor made to fit his well-proportioned body. In fact, everything about him screamed money. And sex. Definitely sex. Like the kind of sex that left you boneless on his silk sheets with him still inside you after fucking you better than you'd ever been fucked before.

      Extending my hand to shake his, I smiled and tried to keep myself composed as I introduced myself. "I'm Olivia Lucas. It's very nice to meet you, Mr...?" I left my statement hanging because there hadn't been a name on the letter they'd sent.

      His piercing eyes studied me intensely before he spoke and his voice flowed over me like silk. "March. Cassian March. Welcome to Club X."

      He surprised me by pronouncing the Roman numeral ten for X. "Oh, I hadn't realized the X was the Roman numeral. My friend had called it Club X, as in the letter x," I admitted, feeling a blush cover my cheeks at the mention of Jake's mistake.

      He studied me again, his gaze unwavering as it held mine. "That happens a lot. The club's secretive nature lends itself to the x name, but I originally opened it up with the intent of calling it Club Ten but with the Roman numeral. You'll find many of our patrons think like your friend does. Perhaps it's time I did the same."

      His voice dropped, and I hoped he wasn't already disappointed in me even before I had the chance to show him I was as good in person as my qualifications were on paper. Pressing a smile onto his very kissable lips, he held his arm out to lead me to his office and I followed him, enjoying the view from behind even as I silently scolded myself for not focusing on what was important. Checking out my new boss's incredible ass wasn't keeping my eye on the prize, no matter how hot he looked in that suit.

      Guiding me into his office at the very back of the building, he sat down behind an enormous glass desk and extended his arm once again, this time to offer me a seat. As I tried to relax, he picked up the phone and called someone to alert them I'd arrived. Instantly, my anxiety ratcheted up more than a few notches as I hadn't realized this would be a group interview. He shuffled papers around on his desk, seeming to look for something, and I told myself I could handle this. An interview with five or even ten owners was the same as an interview with one owner, right?

      As I looked around at his minimalist designed office, a younger man responded to his call, and I guessed he was in his mid-twenties. He took his place next to Cassian and began to talk to him, and I noticed my potential new boss looked similar to this second man, even though this younger man had lighter hair and brown eyes.

      "We're just waiting for Kane. He's the third owner of Club X," Cassian explained in a voice that signaled his impatience at the fact that this other man hadn't appeared yet. "While we're waiting for him, let me introduce you two. Stefan, this is Olivia Lucas. She's here for the job as my assistant. Olivia, this is my brother, Stefan March."

      The one I pegged as the younger brother wore jeans and a white T-shirt with the club's logo, which showed off his arms full of tattoos that covered from his wrists all the way up to where his shirt began and a bigger, more muscular body than his brother's. The man clearly saw the inside of a gym and often. He carried himself far more casually than his brother too. And if Cassian screamed sex, this man oozed it, like the sweetest honey drizzled on the tip of your tongue. Sandy brown hair slightly longer than his brother's shorter, more professional haircut gave him a carefree look, but there was no escaping the fact that he was as intense as his brother, just in a different way.

      With a gorgeous smile, he slid his dark brown gaze over me and nodded. "Nice to meet you, Olivia. I manage the day-to-day operations of the club, unlike Cash, who spends all his time in this office dressed in suits meant to smother a man."

      "It's nice to meet you, Stefan," I said with a smile, unable to remain purely businesslike in his presence. In just seconds, I'd warmed up to him more than I imagined I'd ever warm up to his brother.

      "You're going to love it here," Stefan continued. "And I promise if my brother works you too hard, all you have to do is come find me. I'll make sure this doesn't become a nine to five grind."

      Something in the way his eyes continued to focus on everything below my neck told me he would live up to that promise if I let him. I tried not to look too enchanted by him, even if I instantly felt attracted to him and his warm personality, because even as we began to get to know one another, I sensed disapproval in Cassian's face.

      Out of the corner of my eye I saw someone approach the office, and turning my head, I saw a third man much bigger than either Cassian or Stefan but practically Cassian's twin, except for his very short hair. Dressed in black pants and a long sleeve black Henley that only accentuated the darkness of his cropped hair, he instantly intimidated me. The polar opposite to Stefan, this man said nothing and appeared unhappy at the prospect of meeting me at all.

      "Kane, this is Olivia Lucas. She's here for the assistant job. Olivia, this is my brother, Kane."

      Extending my hand, I shook the third man's hand and said hello, but he said nothing back. His jet black hair and blue eyes gave him a striking look, much like his brother's, but Kane's demeanor frightened me with its coldness. Backing away from me, he seemed happy to have the introductions over, and I felt pretty much the same about him.

      I also noticed how Cassian's voice caught slightly when he said Kane was his brother. They looked around the same age, but they weren't twins, so what were they if calling him brother was so awkward?

      "So Olivia, maybe I should tell you about who we are and what we do here at Club X," Cassian said with a smile, using the letter x for the first time in the name. "I handle the business of running this place, while Stefan handles the operations. Kane handles the security and performers. Together, we own the biggest private club in the city."

      He stopped talking, and I sat waiting for him to continue, my gaze focused on his very attractive face. Chiseled features with masculine lines, his look was very much one of a man of power. He merely stared back at me and appeared to wait for me to speak, creating an odd silence I was sure wasn't going to bode well for my chances at getting the assistant job.

      Thankfully, Stefan spoke up. Pushing on his brother's arm, he said with a broad smile that made my uneasiness disappear, "Cash, Jake obviously didn't tell her what we do here. I think you may have to be a bit more detailed."

      Detailed? Cassian grimaced at his brother's suggestion, but with a slow nod, he agreed with Stefan and continued, this time explaining more about what exactly Club X was.

      "Club X is a private club that serves as a nightclub and a place that caters to our members' fantasies. People pay to join and have the choice of merely coming here to enjoy the best nightlife the city has to offer or, if they choose, having us provide the necessary requirements to fulfill their fantasies."

      He said those words as if he were describing how to water down patrons' drinks. Fulfill fantasies? Was he talking about sexual fantasies?

      "I can see by your expression that you're a bit surprised. Please feel free to ask whatever questions you may have," Cassian said in a deep, reassuring voice I already liked hearing.

      Struggling to form an intelligent thought, I asked the first question that came to me. "Are we talking BDSM? I know it's all the rage these days."

      A slow smile spread across his gorgeous mouth, but it was Stefan who spoke up to answer my question. With a chuckle, he said, "No. There are dozens of places on the West Coast that handle that. We're more unique here at Club X. Imagine this. A woman wants to be wined and dined, but her husband has no interest. She comes to us for a night she'll remember for the rest of her life. We give our members what they want."

      "So, no sex? Just dinner and conversation?" I asked, pretty sure that's not what he meant.

      With a twinkle in his eye, Stefan cocked one eyebrow. Shaking his head, he said, "No. If that's all they want, that's fine, but we find that our members tend to want experiences that will stay with them forever, and that usually means sex."

      "Oh." I had no idea how I was supposed to respond to that. I was no prude, by any means. I got my freak on from time to time. It's just that I wasn't sure what I was getting into with the March brothers and Club X.

      I did need a job badly, though.

      "Think of us as matchmakers for very particular people," Cassian said with a smile, "matching them with experiences they've only dreamed of."

      "I don't mean to ask all the wrong questions, but is this legal?"

      Thankfully, my question didn't sound as silly spoken out loud as it did in my head. All three men smiled, even Kane, and Stefan answered, "Nothing wrong with that question, Olivia. Yes, it's entirely legal. It would only be illegal if we were providing men or women paid solely for sex. We're not doing prostitution. Just fantasy fulfillment."

      I wasn't sure fantasy fulfillment was strictly legal either, at least the way they did it, but I let that go for the moment. "Where does this all happen? I mean, this building is huge, but much of it seemed to be the nightclub I saw when I walked in."

      Cassian looked to his left. "I'll let Kane explain that part."

      His face serious once again, the biggest brother stared down at me, making me feel small and vulnerable. Something in his piercing blue eyes unnerved me, and as he spoke, I couldn't help but look away. His voice, even deeper than Cassian's, came out in a rasp. "The upper three floors have rooms to accommodate fifteen members in total. Most nights all the rooms are reserved well in advance. If a fantasy requires more than one room, then that's what we give them. For a price, of course."

      Looking at Cassian, who'd quickly become the only brother who didn't make me nervous, I asked, "May I ask how much all this costs?"

      "Basic membership is five thousand, with gold membership at ten. Platinum members pay twenty thousand, but with that membership comes a number of perks, such as top shelf liquor and the ability to jump ahead of other members in the reservation line. We also work very hard to accommodate platinum members'… wishes."

      The way he hesitated before saying the word wishes made me think there was much more to what those platinum members received for their twenty thousand dollars. My curiosity piqued, I continued with my questions. "How much does each fantasy fulfillment cost?"

      Cassian folded his arms across his chest and leaned back in his chair. "It depends on the type of fantasy the member wants to pursue. Just as with the memberships, there are basic, gold, and platinum level fantasy packages. Fantasies in the basic package level take less than two hours to stage and don't include anything sexual. They cost anywhere from two thousand and up, depending on the extras required. Gold level fantasy packages take between two and four hours to stage and can include sexual components. The gold package level costs from five thousand and up, again depending on the extras required, such as alcohol, costumes, and additional people. Platinum level fantasy packages require more time and preparation, so they're more expensive. Often, they need up to eight or even ten hours, and that level almost always involves sexual fantasies. The platinum package level starts at ten thousand and depending on the extras required, can cost twice or three times as much."

      As I struggled to keep my face from showing exactly how shocked I was at what I'd just heard, I mentally wondered who the hell Club X's members were and how they afforded these things. If what Kane had said was the truth, then there were a lot of people in my hometown living out their fantasies and paying through the nose to do so. No doubt Jake had paid with his father's money, but I had to wonder—which level membership did he have?

      "Wow. I've never heard of anything like this," I admitted quietly, sure I sounded like some sheltered soul who'd never truly lived a day in her life.

      Pleased with my response, Cassian smiled warmly and nodded his head. "We saw a niche we could fill and we've been lucky enough to find a receptive audience in the Tampa area. I want to assure you, Olivia, that your job would involve none of the actual operations of the club but merely assisting me in my part of running our business. Unfortunately for you, I'm the owner who has the least exotic part to deal with."

      His self-effacing way of saying he was the purely business part of the club charmed me, even if he hadn't meant to, and whatever reservations I had about the job evaporated under his appealing gaze. "Thank you, Mr. March. I'm sure the job will be challenging and fulfilling."

      Stefan threw his head back and laughed out loud, and I thought I even saw Kane crack a smile as I spoke. "Mr. March? That's got to go," Stefan said, elbowing Cassian next to him.

      "You can call me Cassian or Cash, whichever you like, Olivia. We'll be working closely, so Mr. March seems incredibly formal."

      "Even for Mr. Suit and Tie it's too formal," Stefan joked. "Just call him Cash. It's what we call him. Leave Cassian for business meetings."

      Cassian opened up a folder on his desk and pushed a stack of papers toward me. Looking down, I saw they were part of a contract.

      "Take a few minutes to think about what we've discussed, and feel free to consult legal counsel before you sign the contract we require. There is a non-disclosure agreement that you should be aware of barring you from discussing anything you see or learn as my assistant concerning the club's business practices. We'll leave you to read over the contract, and when I return, we can discuss anything you aren't sure of."

      Before I could say another word, they filed out of the office one by one and left me there with a stack of papers I knew I should have an attorney look at before I signed a thing. I began reading the contract, all the while knowing that I couldn't afford to visit a lawyer, much less say no to the job.

      I read every word of the contract, but it wouldn't have mattered if it said I had to wear a French maid's uniform while I worked and couldn't get benefits until I got down on my knees and begged. The salary was more than I'd expected and would help me finally get out of the hole I'd been in for far too long. Finding nothing suspect in the dozen or so pages of the contract, I sat back and waited for Cassian to return.

      He needed an assistant, and I needed a job. It was a match made in heaven.
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      Cassian

      Following Stefan and Kane out of my office, I met them in the bar area to give Olivia some privacy while she read over the extensive contract I required all employees sign. Although we'd just met, I liked her and wanted her to accept the job, mainly because I'd gone long enough without an assistant.

      In a low voice, Kane said with a grin, "I always love it when you say what we do here is legal. You're the only one of us who could pull that off. There's no way anyone would believe that coming from Stefan or me."

      "Yeah, well, we'd never get anyone to come in here as my assistant if we told them we had to pay off the cops and grease the politicians to stay open, especially someone like Olivia there."

      "She's a cute one, even in that suit," Stefan said with a predatory smirk, betraying how much he liked her already too.

      "Don't even think of it," I warned my little brother whose inability to keep his hands off the employees had led to more than one legal mess I'd had to clean up.

      "You're not talking about that non-fraternization business in your contracts, are you? What's the point of running a place like this if we don't get to enjoy ourselves sometimes?"

      Kane rolled his eyes and shook his head in disgust. Unlike Stefan, my half-brother never bothered with any of the staff, despite the fact that he dealt with the more erotic areas of the club and had more than ample opportunity to try out the dancers, even if it violated the non-fraternization clause of our deal.

      "No, I'm not talking about the fact that you're supposed to keep your hands off the bartenders so I don't have to deal with another problem that will cost us more money to keep another girl quiet. That non-disclosure clause requires lawyers to enforce it, Stefan."

      "Then what are you talking about? She's hot." He peered over my shoulder into my office and grinned. "Have you ever noticed how few good looking redheads there are in the world? She's definitely in the hot redhead category. I usually don't like red hair with brown eyes, but they work on her. Why shouldn't I see if she wants to get together?"

      Intentionally making my voice stern, I answered, "Because I said not to."

      I saw in Kane's eyes that he instantly understood my point, but Stefan's cock was doing the thinking for him, so he didn't seem to comprehend the sharpness of my scolding. "Are you saying she's off limits, Cash? That sounds like a challenge to me. I bet I could have her begging for it in no time."

      Taking a step closer to him, I leaned hard against his shoulder to warn him. "I'm saying she's not to be touched. Are we clear?"

      Stefan looked over at Kane as if he couldn't believe what he'd just heard, and when he didn't find an ally in him for his conquest, turned back to face me. Putting his hands up in surrender, he shrugged. "No problem. I was just having a little fun. That's all. I had no idea you'd decided she was yours. Take it easy, Cash. You won't find a problem with me. You might want to try showing her you like her, though. My guess is that she has no idea since you act like all the fun in you is trapped in that suit and tie."

      I looked back at Olivia as she sat in my office examining the contract I hoped she'd sign. Unlike Stefan, I didn't make it a practice of sleeping with every woman who worked for me. My previous assistant had left because she'd gotten married and her husband had thought little of her working in a place associated with other people's fantasies. I could understand that. I'm not sure I'd want any wife of mine spending her workdays surrounded by what we dealt with here.

      Stefan hadn't been wrong in his assessment of how attractive Olivia was. He may not have found redheads sexy more times than not, but for me, redheads were always hot, no matter what color eyes they had. Fiery and hot-tempered, there was nothing sexier than a redhead, and a smart one like Olivia was the best type of woman there was.

      Jesus, I sounded like my horny younger brother.

      I didn't need to troll the club for potential girlfriends. My personal life was better left right where it was—separate from my business life. I didn't date women who were members of the club, especially those who enjoyed the fantasies we provided. That had disaster written all over it. I lived by the old adage "Don't shit where you eat".

      Women were easy to come by. I didn't have to spend my time at work picking them up. If only I could convince Stefan of that fact.

      "So you think she's going to work out, Cash?" he asked, shaking me from my thoughts.

      "She'll be fine. She's got great qualifications and she seems easy enough to get along with. As long as she can handle the place, I don't see a problem."

      "I wonder if she'll take advantage of the unique benefits package we offer," Stefan said with a grin.

      Kane looked moderately interested in his idea, probably because it was he who organized that part of the business. I wasn't sure allowing upper level employees like our assistants to become members automatically was a good idea, even though I'd had Olivia checked out thoroughly before she walked through the door. She had no bad habits, no addictions, and decent credit, except for the past six months, so even if she wasn't an employee she'd likely been eligible to become a member. I just hoped letting her wouldn't encourage that shitting where we ate thing.

      "You know what I think about mixing business with pleasure, little brother," I chastised, hoping Stefan would get the hint that whatever would happen with Olivia wouldn't involve him at all.

      "That it makes us millions of fucking dollars a year? Stop acting like you aren't intimately involved in this business of ours, Cash. I don't care if you've never taken advantage of the pleasures Kane and his people offer upstairs. You benefit from the mixing of business and pleasure every day of your life, and just because you dress like some stiff doesn't mean you can divorce yourself from who we truly are."

      Kane winced, his expression almost one of pain at Stefan's choice of words, but I let his little lecture slide for the moment. Just because I was part owner of Club X didn't mean I had to be like him.

      "If there's no objection to Olivia, I'm going to offer her the job," I said definitively. I didn't think there'd be any opposition to her, but as equals in the business, I had to legally give my partners a chance to express their disapproval, if they had any.

      Silently, Kane shook his head, and when I looked to his left at Stefan, he pretended to think of a reason to argue against my hiring of her but just shrugged his shoulders. "You know what I think. I think you shouldn't waste time getting her to join you upstairs. You're not seeing anyone seriously now, so there's never been a better time."

      Turning to walk back into my office, I leaned in toward Stefan and whispered, "I've told you before what I think of you getting involved in my personal life. You made that mistake once and I forgave you. Don't make it again. I can't promise I'll be as forgiving the second time."

      Before he had the chance to give me some bullshit answer that would likely irritate me, I left him standing with Kane and rejoined Olivia as she finished reading her contract. Taking my seat behind my desk, I adjusted my suit coat sleeves and waited for her to ask whatever questions she had about her new job.

      I studied her, remembering how the background investigation on her had said she was twenty-seven. Something in her face showed an edge that gave her a more mature look than one I’d expect in someone her age. I liked that. I didn’t need some doe-eyed girl who needed direction at every turn. I needed an assistant like Kate had been for me—competent, intelligent, and supportive. Watching Olivia, I hoped I’d found that in her.

      She seemed uncomfortable as she hesitated for a moment before looking up from the papers in front of her. "I'm sorry. Do you have a pen?"

      Sliding one toward her, I touched her finger with mine, noticing instantly how soft her skin felt as she slid the pen from my grasp. She smiled her appreciation and with no more hesitation, signed on the bottom line to become my new executive assistant.

      A little surprised by her lack of questions about the position, I guessed she likely was in as much debt as the investigator had reported. Still, I felt uncomfortable beginning our working arrangement without some discussion of her possible concerns.

      "Olivia, you have no questions?"

      Taking a deep breath, she exhaled slowly. "I have a lot of questions. Like can you give me some history on the club? I tried to find out about it, but you've been very successful in keeping this place under the radar."

      "No problem. Originally, my brothers and I bought into Club X with two other investors, one of whom was a silent partner. The other wasn't as silent, but when the first one decided to offer his part in the business, I believe because he was getting married, the other man chose likewise to give us a chance to buy him out and we did. That was just a few months ago, but in truth, we've been running the club by ourselves for a little over five years."

      She smiled politely, and I prepared to tell my usual lie so she didn't bolt out the door before she even got to give the place a chance. "I suspect you're concerned about the legality of all this, despite my explanation before. I can assure you that the police know about this place, and in fact, some even are members."

      Olivia nodded her understanding and smiled. "Thank you. It makes me feel much better knowing that."

      When she smiled, she looked more like a twenty year old. Her brown eyes lit up her entire face, and the apples of her cheeks got a pinkish color to them that gave her a sweet look. As long as she could handle the job responsibilities, she could look any age she wanted to. "Please feel free to ask me anything that's on your mind. It's important that you feel comfortable here, Olivia."

      "Okay, then here goes. On page four there's a paragraph after the non-disclosure section about my responsibilities concerning the press. Is this something that I should be prepared for?"

      "Yes and no. Because the club has been around for a while, the press usually approaches one of us if there are any questions. However, that doesn't mean it can't happen with one of the club's employees. We tell all our people that the standard answer of 'No statement' usually suffices. Just let me know if you're asked any questions, and I'll take care of it."

      Nodding, she smiled as she attempted to hide her uneasiness. "Okay. On page seven the section about becoming a member…" She knitted her brows and looked away as she lowered her voice. "I don't have that kind of money. I mean, you don't have to worry about me being a gambler or drug addict or anything like that. That's not why I'm a little shy on cash now. It's just that I've been out of work for a few months, so thousands of dollars right now isn't something I can do."

      Her cheeks blushed a deep red now, and I saw in her eyes her pride made her hate the words she had to say, so I quickly worked to belay her awkwardness. "It's fine, Olivia. Upper level employees are given memberships free of charge. It's entirely up to them if they choose to take advantage of them or not."

      Why I said that I had no idea. I'd never cared one way or the other what employees did concerning membership to the club before. And why I'd said it that way, almost implying that she shouldn't take advantage of everything the club offered, made it seem like I didn't want her to.

      "Oh, okay. Thank you."

      Quickly, I moved to change the subject. "Were there any other questions?"

      She thought for a moment and then smiled warmly. "Just one. Nowhere in the contract was any mention of what hours I'd be working. I know you're obviously here in the daytime, but it seems like your business is primarily a nighttime one."

      Amused by her observation and the lack of attention to that point in the contract, I chuckled. "I'm here every day from eleven am to midnight. You may choose any eight hours within that time that you like. If I need you for something at a particular time, I'll let you know."

      "Every day?" she asked, her eyes wide.

      "I'm here every day. I guess you can call me a workaholic. You won't have to be. Monday through Friday will work fine, unless there's an event I need you for."

      I wasn't sure why, but I wanted to add that she could stay late any night. Never once had I even thought that for any of my assistants, but something about Olivia made me want to be more like Stefan. It was wrong. I knew that. I'd worked damned hard to make Club X a success, and that didn't include fucking around with the people who worked under me. Our lawyers had enough on their plates dealing with the problems Stefan's libido caused for us. I didn't need to add to them.

      Olivia staring at me jarred me from my daydreaming. Quickly, I pulled the contract toward me to pretend to examine it, giving myself time to regain my composure. After a few moments, I looked up and said, "If there are no other questions, you can begin tomorrow. Sound good?"

      Nodding, she smiled like she was relieved. "That sounds great. Thank you so much for the opportunity. I'm looking forward to learning all about Club X."

      She extended her hand to shake mine, and I enjoyed the warm and welcoming feel of her skin. As I escorted her out, I couldn't help but notice she really was quite stunning.

      Maybe hiring her wasn't such a good idea.

      I watched her wave back at me as she opened the door to head out into the sun and heard Kane behind me mutter, "She's a lot different from Kate. Are we going to lose her when she gets married too?"

      The last sight of Olivia faded as the door closed, and I shook my head as I continued to stare at where she'd just stood. "I don't know. I didn't bother to find out if she was with anyone."

      I heard him turn away as he said, "Maybe you should have."
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      By midnight, I was ready for a diversion. A full night of my mind wandering to my new assistant when I should have been hard at work had been frustrating, and I wanted nothing more than to start acting like myself again. Cassian March didn't spend hours fantasizing about any woman, especially one of his employees, no matter how hot she was. Thankfully, it didn't take much to make the real man I was come back again.

      My phone rang as I drove back to my condo providing me with exactly the distraction I needed to get my mind off Olivia. Pulling into my parking spot, I picked up my phone to see Cheri calling, as if the Universe had seen me acting like some oversexed boy and sent her to remind me of exactly what I was.

      "Cash, it's Cheri. What are you doing, baby?" she cooed into the phone.

      "Just getting home."

      "I can be there in fifteen minutes. Why don't you take a shower, don't bother with putting clothes back on, and have a glass of Cab Sav waiting for me?"

      The memory of my last time with Cheri sent a jolt through my body, making my cock stiffen in anticipation. Blond hair, blue eyes, and nearly six foot with legs that seemed to go on forever, she was built like she'd been made especially to please a man. A little vapid, she didn't offer much in the brain department, but then again, I wasn't looking for an intellectual discussion tonight. I really didn't give a damn about what she thought about much of anything. What I wanted tonight was someone to fill up the spaces in my mind occupied with fantasies I shouldn't have with the reality I could easily have again and again.

      Thinking Cheri’s offer was exactly what I needed, I closed my eyes and still said, "I don't know. It's been a long day."

      The phone fell silent and I could almost hear her pouting. I pictured her perfectly shaped lips brushing against her cell phone as she considered what words she needed to say to convince me.

      "Cash, you know you want to. I can hear it in your voice. You're dying for something to take the edge off after a long day running that club of yours. Don't deny it."

      "You're very persuasive, Cheri, but I don't know. Maybe I just want to relax tonight."

      "Baby, in fifteen minutes, I can be there and you can be feeling like you haven't felt since the last time we were together."

      Any other woman saying that would sound ridiculous, but when Cheri promised a night of pleasure, I knew she'd deliver. The girl was one-of-a-kind. Running my free hand over the front of my pants, I closed my eyes and remembered the last time we were together. If it was possible, my cock grew even harder at the memory of her on all fours and me fucking her from behind on my balcony. Never a quiet lay, she took it to the next level that night, screaming my name over and over as she came. My neighbors must have loved that show. Thankfully, I couldn't make it to the next condo association meeting. Taking a deep breath, I said, "I'll leave the door unlocked. Let yourself in."

      She quietly moaned. "And do you know what I'm in the mood for tonight, Cash?"

      I could only imagine. Cheri's sexual appetites tended toward the wilder side compared to most of the women I knew, with role play one of her favorite pastimes. While I normally enjoyed the idea of tying her up or her in that schoolgirl outfit she liked to wear, I wasn't sure I wanted anything that involved tonight. I wanted to fuck Olivia out of my system, not put on some sex show. Some nights just called for the basics, and tonight was one of those nights.

      Turning off my car, I stretched my legs at the thought of what she might want. "I have no idea."

      "I've been aching to fuck you in your shower again. Do you remember that time? My legs were tired all the next day. I don’t think I’ve ever had sex for that long in my life." Her voice practically purred in my ear.

      The time she and I fucked in my shower I nearly blacked out from the sex. The woman knew how to fuck, no doubt. I hadn't planned on doing anything that required that much exertion tonight, but if this was what the Universe was sending me, who was I to turn it down?

      As the memory of Cheri riding my cock until the two of us practically melted into an exhausted heap of sated flesh danced through my mind, I made my way toward my place, thankful the Universe knew me so well.

      "Be here in fifteen, but I think we'll have a replay of our time on my couch instead. And don't be late or I'll find someone else to spend my time with," I said sharply, not exactly teasing. Cheri liked a strong hand to guide her, and I was more than happy to oblige.

      Only a fool would turn down such a gift.
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      Olivia

      

      "I can't believe you guys never told me about Club X! What am I? The ugly stepsister?" I said jokingly while I handed Josie and Erin glasses of wine as we settled in for a night of celebration for my new job.

      "We did. Don't you remember?" Erin said in their defense. "It was that time when Jake offered to help us all get memberships."

      I narrowed my eyes to faux angry slits and studied her expression to see if she was kidding. Her dark brown eyes stared back at me, telegraphing she was telling the truth. I didn't remember Jake ever offering to get us into Club X, though.

      "I have no recollection of that, ladies," I teased, doing my best lawyer voice for Josie.

      Erin looked to her right at her, who sat on the arm of my couch smiling. "Would you like to help her remember?"

      Josie loved her job as an insurance fraud investigator and even though we teased her about the fact that she acted like one twenty-four-seven, she took every opportunity to tease us right back. "My pleasure, Ms. Andrews. Now, Ms. Lucas, do you remember the night Mr. Richfield and the two of us sat here discussing how to celebrate your twenty-fifth birthday? I believe you were seated in the same place as you are now, not surprisingly since you're a creature of habit who never changes."

      She took a breath in her interrogation, and I mumbled, "Harsh," at her assessment of me, regardless of how correct she was.

      "Continuing on, Ms. Lucas. Now do you remember Mr. Richfield suggesting you go wild and really let your hair down?"

      Her piercing blue-green eyes stared at me as she waited for my answer. To be honest, I didn't remember anything she and Erin were claiming. "Ms. Tellow, since Jake says that to me at least once a week, I doubt I'd be able to remember the time he said that nearly three years ago."

      "It was a week before your birthday, and he told all three of us he could get us into Club X. If I remember correctly, and I'm sure I do, you declined his offer while the two of us eagerly jumped at the chance to join."

      Erin nodded her agreement. "Ringing any bells, Liv?"

      "No, but now I feel like the odd man out. So you two have been going to Club X all this time? What's it like?" I asked, unsure if I really wanted to know but too curious not to ask.

      "In. Fucking. Credible," Josie said as she slid down onto the couch cushion next to Erin. "Some of our best times have been at Club X. Now I've never taken advantage of the top floors, but someday I will. I'm telling you ladies, when I think of a fantasy I can't make come true in my regular life, those Club X folks are going to come in damn handy."

      I looked over at Erin, the more reasonable of my two closest friends, but she had that same wide-eyed look that told me she'd enjoyed my new workplace too.

      "What?" she asked, throwing her hands up in the air. "You're looking at me like you're surprised. I'm not allowed to have any fun?"

      "No, it's just that I always considered you the more sensible of the two of you."

      "Yeah, well, sensible or not, that club you're working at is the hottest place I've ever partied. You should see the men there, Liv. Oh my God!"

      "Nice. So why haven't I heard you guys talking about this place before now?"

      Erin and Josie turned to look at one another, and then Josie made a gesture to zip her mouth closed. "It's like Vegas, baby. What happens at Club X stays at Club X."

      The two of them burst into laughter, and for the first time since I'd met them years before on our high school track team, I felt like an outsider. Everybody I was close to knew all about Club X but me. It was sophomore year when I didn't qualify for regionals and they did all over again.

      "It's okay, Livy. You haven't missed anything you would have liked. You like a more refined kind of place," Erin said trying to make me feel better but only making me feel worse.

      Emptying my wine glass, I swallowed my pinot noir and shook my head. "You're right. I don't like to have fun much anyway. I was too busy working my ass off to get canned before I could even get vested."

      I knew I was slipping into the pool of self-pity, but I didn't care. I may not be the kind of girl who swung from the chandelier, but I wasn't the model for the front of Old Maid cards either.

      "Oh, Livy. Erin didn't mean anything bad by that. It's just that you tend to be more straight-laced, you know? We just thought Club X was too low brow for you since you showed no interest in Jake's offer. You're more of a wine and cheese party kind of girl."

      "I guess that's supposed to make me feel better, Josie?" I asked with more emotion in my voice than I'd intended.

      Erin leaned over to give my knee a sympathetic squeeze. "I'm sorry. We're both sorry. It's all water under the bridge now, though. You're going to be part of the inner circle of Club X, so whatever stories we have are going to pale in comparison to yours. I've heard the men who run the place are sexier than all hell. Are they?"

      I thought about Cassian and Stefan March and had to agree. Both were definitely sexy. And Kane? While that mad, bad, and dangerous to know vibe wasn't what I liked in a man, I could certainly understand why some women would be all over him.

      "I don't know, Erin. They were very nice," I teased as I pretended to play coy.

      "Nice my ass," Josie butted in. "I saw that Cassian March one time at a hospital benefit Sebastian and I attended last year. The man oozes incredible fuck. I swear if I hadn't been in a relationship, I would have made my move on him. I bet he gets freaky when that Italian made suit comes off."

      "I remember seeing his younger brother one night at the club," Erin added. "No suit for him, but I can tell you that man can definitely fill out a shirt. He was wearing this button down look that fit so perfectly I swear he had it painted on. I like my men more muscular than Josie here, so he's my kind."

      "His name is Stefan," I said, liking that I could at least feel like I knew them in a different way than Erin and Josie. "He's really sweet."

      "You like him! I see it in your eyes, Liv. Tell us everything that happened!" Erin squealed.

      I stood from my seat to head into the kitchen for another glass of wine and to escape the probing stares of my two best friends. The non-disclosure agreement I'd signed just hours before weighed heavily on my mind already. I knew it probably wouldn't have violated anything if I told them about meeting all three brothers, but I wasn't going to be able to keep my cool about Cassian and Stefan if I didn't get my feelings under control.

      Gulping down some wine, I took a deep breath and walked back into the living room to find them waiting for me to explain. Sitting down, I balanced my glass on the arm of my favorite chair and shrugged. "There's nothing to tell. I met all three brothers in my interview. I'm going to be Cassian's assistant, but I had to meet with the other two also. They were nice."

      Josie pointed her finger at me and cocked one perfectly shaped dark eyebrow. "You're holding out on us, girl. I know. I deal with witnesses all the time who have that same face you have on right now. Spill it or we'll never let you have any peace."

      "Yeah and don't leave any of the details out," Erin added.

      "There's nothing to tell. I swear. Yes, Cassian is very good looking. Yes, Stefan is funny and hot. The third brother, Kane, is a little scary for my taste, but he's definitely got a sexy vibe to him too. Other than that, I don't know what to tell you. No one asked me out or bent me over the desk while the other ones interviewed me. It was just a boring, run-of-the-mill interview. I swear."

      Both women had leaned forward in anticipation of hearing all my salacious details, but now they sat back crestfallen with a look of disappointment on their faces. I must have looked like I told the truth because Josie didn't appear to want to grill me anymore.

      "I've never heard of the third brother, Kane. What's he do there?" Erin asked, almost as an afterthought.

      "He's in charge of the fantasy part of the business," I explained, suddenly realizing there was something I could tell them that I hadn't. "Oh, I forgot! I get a free membership to Club X, and that includes the fantasy stuff, not that I'll ever use it, I imagine."

      Josie's and Erin's jaws dropped. It was one of the rare moments in our friendship that I, Olivia Lucas, got to shock them instead of them shocking me. It wouldn't last, but for the time being, I basked in the limelight of being cooler than everyone else in the room.

      "So what fantasy do you plan to have them fulfill? You know what they say about you quiet types—still waters run deep. And dirty. I know you have some deep, dark desires inside that business suit look you sport," Josie said with a wink.

      "Oh, I love this! Liv, you have to do the fantasy thing. It costs a fortune, and you get it for free," Erin said.

      "I don't know, guys. It might not be a good idea if I want to keep my job. You shouldn't mix business with pleasure. You know, no shitting where you eat."

      "You have a scat fantasy?" Erin asked, her eyes huge with shock.

      I couldn't help but laugh when Josie elbowed her for being so dumb, splashing wine down the front of her shirt. "No, I don't want someone to shit on me. Jesus, Erin! What the fuck? I'm boring, remember?"

      As she grabbed a napkin off the coffee table to blot the wine, she tried her best to explain. "Well, Josie said your kind runs deep and dirty and then you mentioned shitting. I just thought…"

      "Well, don't."

      "In all seriousness, Liv, they wouldn't offer you the club's services if they didn't expect you to take advantage of them," Josie said in her legally solemn voice. "I think it might be good for you too."

      "Why do I get the feeling you two spend your time pitying me, like I'm some nun or something compared to you guys?"

      "How many dates have you had since you and Mark broke up?" Josie asked in her interrogator voice, making me feel like any answer I gave would only validate their sad opinion of me.

      I didn't want to admit that I'd had just a handful of dates in nearly a year, and only one of them had included any sex whatsoever. And that hadn't been anything to write home about either. Quietly, I admitted, "A few. You know how it is. When it doesn't click, there's no point in going any further."

      Josie turned to look at Erin, and they both gave me their best pity faces. "Honey, you're twenty-seven years old and you spend more time in this apartment alone than any healthy woman should. You're gorgeous and you could have any man you want. You just choose not to. I know the whole Mark thing was tough, but there are more fish in the sea and you need to put your pole back in the water," Erin said, her voice full of sympathy.

      "I think you have your sexual metaphors mixed up. Seriously, I'm fine, guys."

      Shaking her head, Josie frowned at me. "You're not fine, but I think you might have a good chance at fine if you find some happiness at this new job and take the chance on their fantasy services."

      "I don't know," I said, lying. I knew all too well I didn't want to get involved in any fantasy business at Club X.

      Erin tilted her head and smiled. "We're not saying you have to try to fulfill a fantasy of having sex with an entire soccer team or anything wild like that. Just try something small that feels good. Will you at least consider it?"

      I was never going to see an end to this conversation if I didn't agree, so I forced a smile and nodded. "I'll think about it. Good enough?"

      "That's all we're saying," Josie answered. "Just keep an open mind, okay?"

      "I will. And if I ever come up with something I think Club X can make come true for me, I'll consider it."
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      Opening the heavy steel door to Club X, I paused as my eyes adjusted to the dim light of the club. The place was quiet and deserted, but I suspected the three owners were nearby. Unlike the day before, I took a good look around my new workplace, imagining my best friends having the time of their lives there. The club was really just a large space lined on the side with metal walkways to the upper floors and an enormous bar on the main floor, but I envisioned when it was filled with people and the lights were flashing to the beat of the music it transformed into the place my friends had bragged about.

      I waited for someone to come out and greet me, but after a few minutes no one had appeared so I decided to investigate a little around the main floor. The bar looked like it was made of glass and seemed to go on forever down the left side of the room. Reaching out, I ran my fingers over the top of it and felt the coolness of glass. Above me, hung from the ceiling, hung frosted curved pendant lights. Behind the bar was more glass in shelves and refrigerator doors. Bottles of red, blue, and even a neon green liquor sat on the shelves that reached what looked like ten feet in the air. Craning my neck, I wondered how the bartenders reached the top shelves and the liquor up there to make drinks.

      "You came back, so I guess my brothers didn't scare you off. Good. I bet you're thinking you can't imagine how anyone gets to the top shelf stuff, aren't you?"

      I lowered my head and saw Stefan standing next to me. Dressed in what I imagined was his usual look, he wore a black Club X T-shirt and jeans and looked incredible. His hair looked tousled, as if someone had been running their hands through it in the heat of passion just moments before. I imagined it was entirely possible that had actually just happened, likely with one of the many women he had in his life. He had a look that said he was rarely alone and liked it that way.

      "You must be reading my mind. I could barely reach the third shelf, much less those all the way near the ceiling."

      He smiled warmly and pointed to a silver button behind the bar. "See that? They're moveable levels. All the girls have to do is step on them and press the button to reach the highest shelves."

      "Cool. They must have great balance," I joked, picturing women pitching themselves off the levels by mistake.

      "They have railings to hang onto," he said with a chuckle. "But I'd never thought of the balance problem before. I have no idea how the girls walk in four inch heels every night, but they do it and without falling."

      I noted immediately how he referred to the bartenders as girls. "Are all the bartenders female?"

      Stefan leaned his back against the bar and smiled. "Not all of them, but most. There are some male bartenders for the female customers, though."

      I couldn't help but notice how incredible his body was. His muscular arms bulged out from underneath the cotton T-shirt, and I was sure his abs were washboard cut. Trying to act like I wasn't checking out one of my bosses, I quickly said, "I'm sure if I had to do their job in four inch heels I'd topple over. It would be a big mess."

      His gaze traveled the full length of my body down to the floor and then back up again. With a twinkle in his eye, he said, "You'd be fine. We'd take good care of you."

      Why was it whenever this man spoke, every word came out the way a man would sound when he was on top of me? As I looked away uneasily, I heard footsteps coming close and turned to see Cassian approaching us, his expression far more serious than his brother's.

      "Good morning, Olivia. I see Stefan has already found you. Has he been explaining the workings of the bar?"

      If Stefan sounded like he was always trying to seduce me, Cassian sounded like he was always working to control himself, especially when Stefan was nearby.

      "Actually, I was telling her that I think she'd be a perfect bartender. She'd love working under me."

      I could have sworn I saw a flash of anger for the merest moment in Cassian's eyes as he shot Stefan a glance at the mention of me as a bartender. Whatever his look was meant to telegraph, Cassian looked back at me with a smile that soothed the edge still present in his expression. "Let me escort you to your office and we can get started."

      An awkward feeling settled in among the three of us, so I said goodbye to Stefan and followed Cassian toward the back of the building. Just as the last time I walked behind him, I couldn't help but check out the view. He may not have been all muscles like his brothers, but Cassian March certainly did fill out a suit well. I knew it was wrong, but something about how serious he was even as he stood there looking gorgeous was incredibly appealing.

      Before he caught me checking out his ass, I silently chastised myself for acting like Josie and Erin and made a pledge that I'd be all business, just like he was. He stopped in front of an office right next to his and turned around to face me, his expression back to the serious one he'd worn when we'd talked alone the day before.

      "This is your office. While it is separate from mine, they both adjoin in a meeting room through the door on the back wall. Feel free to make yourself at home. I have something to take care of, but I'll be back in a few minutes."

      With that, he walked past me out toward the bar and I entered my new office, immediately impressed with how nice it was. No cost had been spared on the furniture or décor. A stunning deep red teakwood desk and black leather office chair sat in front of matching teakwood bookcases and file cabinets. Still modern like Cassian's desk suite, it felt warmer and far more luxurious. Two coordinating leather upholstered chairs were placed in front of the desk, and on the floor was a cream colored tile just like in his office.

      It was the nicest office I'd ever had. Taking it all in, I couldn't help but admit I could get used to this.

      "I hope you feel comfortable here, Olivia," Cassian said behind me.

      Turning to face him, I nodded to show my approval. "It's gorgeous. Whoever picked out this furniture has great taste."

      "I'll make sure to tell her. I'd have gone for a glass desk like mine, but the designer reminded me that you'd likely prefer something a bit more inviting. I'm glad you like it."

      His face was so cool and emotionless, but something about the way his voice lowered when he said he'd tell the designer how much I liked her taste in furniture made me think there was a lot more to their relationship than simply designer and client. Maybe Mr. All Business wasn't just that, after all.

      "We have a large party to get ready for Friday night. Kane has his part under control, but I need you to plan the event that will occur before they head up to the top floor. I realize you don't have experience in party planning, but not to worry. I'll walk you through this first event, and then you'll be fine for future ones. Sound good?"

      "Sure. I'm ready."

      "Great. Let's get started."
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      Cassian

      

      By the end of her first day of work, Olivia had settled in to her new position perfectly. A quick thinker, she was everything I wanted in an assistant. That I'd watched Stefan swoop in on her not five minutes after she walked through the door had started my day off pretty fucking rotten, but after that, I'd enjoyed helping her get her bearings while she assisted me with the annual Lady Godivas' party the local chapter of that not-so-secret sex society held each year at the club. I could have simply repeated what Kate had arranged the year before since the Lady Godivas had raved about the event then, but there was no better time than the present to initiate Olivia into my business.

      As much as I hated to agree with Stefan, I did benefit from the mixture of business with pleasure. That didn't mean I had any plans to mix them with Olivia, though. I couldn't deny that seeing her in my brother's crosshairs rankled me more than I wanted to admit, however. But I knew from watching him create workplace disasters that whatever thoughts that may have crossed my mind as she and I worked together were something I needed to fight.

      Still, when she blushed at my mention that the Lady Godivas would likely end up half naked by the end of the night, I couldn't help but be charmed. How long had it been since anyone had blushed around me? Certainly women like Cheri were long past the time when anything about sex made them nervous or uncomfortable. Watching Olivia's cheeks pinken charmed me, despite my jaded attitude and insistence that I wasn't going to allow myself to like her.

      I left her to finish up the details of the party while I handled a far too curious reporter who obviously hadn't gotten the memo from her boss that Club X wasn't a potential story. Young, eager, and too cute for her job with long pale blond hair and big blue eyes, she waited in a red, skintight dress that screamed she knew nothing of professionalism. It did, however, clearly telegraph that she had heard what my club was all about.

      I found Ciara Danson standing outside my office flirting with Stefan. For once, I didn't mind him thinking with his cock. In fact, I wondered if I should let him handle her inquisitiveness, but knowing my younger brother, he'd have her flat on her back on his desk in mere minutes and then we'd have not only unwanted publicity but another lawsuit on our hands.

      Stepping between them, I eased her away from him and closed the door behind us. "Please take a seat, Miss Danson."

      She sat down in a chair in front of my desk, letting her dress ride up on her legs until she was flashing me the tops of her thighs. Subtlety obviously wasn't Ciara's style.

      Opening her blue eyes wide, she lowered her head and looked across the desk at me. "Please, Mr. March, call me Ciara."

      "And please call me Cassian. I hear you're interested in our little club. I wish there was a story, but I'm sure Gary told you we're just your basic nightclub here at Club X."

      Ciara leaned forward to show me far more of her breasts than I wanted to see at that moment. "Cassian, I may look naïve, but this isn't my first reporting job. You know as well as I do that Club X isn't just your basic nightclub, as you say, even if my boss agrees with you. I was hoping to get an in-depth look at behind the scenes, if you will, and I can't imagine anyone better equipped to do that than you. My readers at All The Rage would love to know all about you and your club."

      Equipped. Hmmm… I couldn't decide if Ciara was offering to fuck me right there on my desk or really wanted to know more about the club. She wasn't my type—too eager for me—and I had no interest in giving her any in-depth information about the club, but she wasn't going to be put off easily.

      As I began to explain once again that there was no story here, Olivia knocked on the door and walked in. Her eyes opened wide at the sight of Ciara's less than subtle body language, and she quickly turned to leave, but before she could Ciara began with the questions.

      "Perhaps if I could speak to your assistant, Cassian, she could help me."

      Olivia immediately begged off and I shouldn't have put her in the position to deal with a reporter so soon, but I wanted to know how she'd handle it. If she was going to be a part of Club X, she'd have to learn how to master dealing with the press sooner than later, and if she failed now, at least I'd know and could begin looking for her replacement.

      I stood from my chair and motioned for Olivia to take my place behind my desk. "Olivia, this is Ciara. She's from the website All The Rage and has a few questions about Club X. I'm going to let you talk to her."

      Olivia looked shell-shocked but sat down and put on her prettiest smile for the young woman in front of her. As I walked toward the door, she said in professional voice, "I'm more than happy to help you, Ciara."

      Closing the door, I listened as Olivia handled her like a pro. As I stood there, Stefan walked toward me with a confused look on his face. "What are you doing out here? I thought you were talking to that smokin' hot reporter."

      "Quiet," I whispered. "Olivia's in there now with her. I'm listening to hear how she does."

      "Trial by fire, huh? You must think a lot of her to let her run interference so soon."

      "No time like the present. If she can't deal with Ciara, then she's no good to me."

      "How the hell do you see only the glorified secretary you want her to be? You won't let me have her, but you won't make a move on her. What the fuck is that about?"

      Sighing in frustration, I tried to hear Olivia but all I heard was Stefan. "That's being professional. You should try it sometime. Now go and let me hear how this turns out."

      "Fine, but I'm telling you, you're missing out on this one. There's fire beneath that cool thing she's got going on. I'd bet money on it."

      Stefan was the last person I wanted dating advice from, so I waved him away and returned to listening to Olivia double-talking Ciara right out of a story. For every question she asked, Olivia had an answer that at first sounded like she'd given some tidbit of information, but quickly turned into nothing. She denied the truth of the club as well as any one of us would have, and I knew at that moment I hadn't made a mistake in hiring her.

      I stepped back when the door flew open and Ciara stormed out, obviously unhappy about being so expertly handled. As I entered my office, Olivia stood behind my desk, her arms folded across her chest.

      "Thank you, Olivia. I think you took care of that very well."

      "Cash, I don't mind acting the part of the company woman, but next time could you please give me a little warning? Or was that the point—to put me on the spot and see how I would do?"

      She was smart. Good. I needed that in the person who was to be my right hand. "You might say it was a test, but if it makes you feel any better, you passed with flying colors."

      Stepping around the desk, she walked toward the door, stopping inches away from me. With a direct stare, she shook her head and smiled. "I've always been a good test taker. I think you'll find that I'm just as good an assistant as you need me to be. However, if you feel the need to test me more, just know I'm up to it."

      She was all business, but damnit if at that moment I didn't want to see if there was another side to her. Staring into her brown eyes, I impulsively said, "I think as a reward, you should join us for the Lady Godivas party. It would be good exposure to what the club is really all about."

      Olivia gave me a smile that seemed just a bit forced, as if my offer had caught her off guard, but she quickly recovered and agreed to join my brothers and me at the party. I just wondered how she'd handle how wild those women got when they had a few drinks in them.
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      In the days leading up to the party, we worked side-by-side and my professional admiration for her grew by leaps and bounds. I'd underestimated Olivia from the moment I'd read her resume, mainly because of who had referred her. Jake Richfield hadn't shown himself to be someone whose opinion I'd normally rely on. Every time I'd seen him at the club, he'd had a different woman on his arm, each one cheaper than the last. Not that being a player was a problem for me. I didn't care who he fucked or how many females fell for his lines. But there was something cheap about him that never sat right with me. Maybe it was that black department store watch he liked to flash around like it was a fucking Rolex. Stefan liked him, though, which didn't help his case any in my mind. Nevertheless, I'd been desperate for an assistant after Kate left, and when Richfield mentioned that he had a friend who he was sure would be perfect for the job, I'd reluctantly agreed to check her out.

      Pretty good on paper, Olivia's real worth became clear when I saw her on the job. It didn't take long for me to realize that she'd work out even better than Kate had. And unlike with my previous assistants, I began to want to know more about this woman who seemed all business but who'd caught the eye of not only one but two players in my club.

      I didn't want to let Stefan know how interested I was in Olivia, but his comments about her and Jake Richfield led me to believe she was just friends with him. As for my brother, I didn't have to wonder what he thought about the woman I spent my days with. Every leer and nasty remark about how he wanted to get into her pants told me loud and clear. He bordered on sexual harassment on most days, but with her, I couldn't decide whether she should sue us or crack him across the face.

      Or if I should.

      At nine-thirty I found her behind her desk taking care of last minute details for the party. Stefan had received the guest list and Kane had the list of who wanted what fantasies that night. She'd handled everything with aplomb, so barring any drunken madness by the Godiva women, the night would be a good opportunity for Olivia to see the inner workings of Club X.

      Still in her work clothes, she stood from her seat and straightened her black suit coat and skirt. Compared to the rest of that night's partygoers, she and I would look like the adult chaperones at a junior high school dance. We weren't there for fun, though. Tonight was as much work as anything we did during the day.

      "Remember what I told you about these women? Just keep that in mind and you'll be fine."

      "Cash, I'm not a nun. I swear I must be giving off the wrong vibe. First my friends are sure I'm the most boring person they've ever met, and now you're worried that some ladies getting freaky might make me faint. Trust me. I may not look it, but I'm actually capable of having fun."

      There weren't more than a handful of people who could talk to me like that and get away with it, but Olivia had a way about her that made me overlook things I wouldn't in other people. "I was just trying to prepare you. You've never been here at night. Club X looks entirely different in the dark."

      With a sly grin, she said, "Well, this sheltered girl who doesn't get out enough, according to everyone who knows me, is looking forward to seeing this place when the lights go down."

      For a moment I studied her, seeing for the first time a sexiness I liked. "Okay. Let's go then."

      I led her out onto the floor and checked with Stefan to see if all the Lady Godivas had arrived. "Are the ladies all here?"

      "All good." Looking at Olivia, he smiled his best frat boy grin. "Hey you! It's about time you joined us out here. Ready to experience the hottest club in town?"

      "I am," she answered with a chuckle. "I can't wait to see these women. We aren't talking naked women in long blonde wigs on horseback, are we?"

      "No animals tonight, as far as I know. Kane would have mentioned a Catherine the Great," Stefan joked with a wink.

      I hated how easily he drew out her fun side. With almost no effort, he had her giggling and joking around. I'd spent hours with her each day, and not once had I seen the smile she gave him or the sparkle in her eye she got when he spoke to her.

      It went against every principle I believed in, but after only a few days, I wanted to see her like she was with Stefan when only I was around. I wanted to bring out her playful sexy side.

      "You two planning on hanging out down here, or are you going to head up to the top floors and catch the action?"

      "I think we'll walk around down here for a while and then head upstairs. I want Olivia to get the full experience."

      "Oooh, the full experience? Brace yourself, Olivia. My brother rarely spends any time out here once the action starts, so if he wants to show off the full experience, he must have something in mind."

      Stefan was as subtle as a Sherman tank, and I looked over at Olivia to see her cheeks blush that cute pink color that was only more accentuated by her red hair. What I had in mind was showing off the club that took up my days and nights. If anything else occurred, though, I couldn't say I'd be unhappy.

      I slid my arm around her and gently pressed my hand against the small of her back to guide her away from Stefan before he announced his opinion on what he thought were my favorite sex positions or how nice we looked together. His act may work for him, but I preferred a smoother style when I wanted a woman's attention.

      "We'll see you later, baby brother."

      Olivia turned toward me and with a smile said, "I thought there'd be music. Not that it's quiet in here with people coming in, but I just thought it would be more like clubs I've been to."

      "It will be. The music starts later. Stefan likes to get our customers a little drunk before he lets them loose on the dance floor. Plus, people tend to have a better time if they can talk first. Then they get relaxed, get drunk, and tend to spend more money."

      I led her to a lounge across from the bar beside the dance floor, still nearly dark for now. She sat down next to me on a red couch and angled her body toward me, and in the dim light of the wall sconce above our heads I saw a look of anticipation in her eyes.

      "Cash, I thought the rooms upstairs were booked months in advance."

      "They are."

      "Then how do people spend more money here? You don't serve food, so the only items to buy are drinks and the fantasy rooms."

      "Ah, I see your confusion. People hear about the rooms and other members' experiences and after a few drinks, they want to pay to have one of those experiences for themselves. The rooms may be booked solid, but at that moment when they're drunk and having a good time, they'll pay to reserve a room months later."

      "Clever. You March brothers are quite the businessmen."

      A few people passed by and sat down nearby on another sofa. Leaning in so they couldn't hear our conversation, I revealed the truth of my family's past. "Only Stefan and I are Marchs. Kane is our half-brother. We have the same father but different mothers."

      "You and Kane seem close in age. I'm guessing it wasn't a case of a child by a second marriage since Stefan is younger than you two."

      She hadn't said anything wrong, but I was surprised for a moment by her deduction. My hesitation in confirming her guess came across as being offended, and she quickly reached her hand out to touch my arm in a sympathetic gesture.

      That look of anticipation that had been in her eyes just moments before was gone, replaced by worry that she'd overstepped the line of propriety with her boss just weeks into a new job. "I'm sorry. That was rude. I didn't mean to pry. Really, I didn't."

      The feel of her touch on my sleeve made a rush of heat race up my arm. Shaking my head, I said, "It's okay. You weren't being rude at all. You're right. My father had an affair with Kane's mother right around the time he and my mother found out they were pregnant with me. So Kane is just three months younger than I am. Stefan is two years younger than us, even though he acts like he's more like ten."

      "He's just more lighthearted than you, and especially Kane," she said with a smile, obviously relieved she hadn't committed a misstep. "Younger siblings get to do that."

      "I guess. I just wish he'd act something close to his age sometimes."

      "I think he relies on you for that."

      Her delicate way of saying that I was the serious brother only reinforced what I suspected she thought of me—Stefan was the fun-loving one, and I was the somber one. Ordinarily, I didn't mind that. This was who I was in public. I wore my straight man role comfortably and left the frat boy antics to Stefan, who wore them like a second skin. Now, though, I wanted Olivia to like me as she did him, but I couldn't change who I was.

      If she wanted someone like Stefan, she wouldn't want me.

      I looked down at my watch and saw it was nearly eleven o'clock. The lights dimmed until the room was pitch black, and with the first beats of the bass from the DJ, the club exploded in light and sound. The glass bar and shelves behind it glowed in shades of neon blue and green lights, and the electronic light show lit up the dance floor, encouraging the Lady Godivas to begin their partying.

      Olivia's mouth hung open as she watched the dance floor fill with women well on their way to having the night of their lives and the half-naked men they'd brought with them. The Lady Godivas never left their good time to chance, so they always chose us to host their parties and always made sure they had more than enough men for whatever their members desired.

      Leaning close to her, I said in her ear, "Let's go to the second floor. The sound isn't as loud up there."

      As the women and their guests gyrated across the dance floor, I took Olivia's hand in mine and led her up the metal stairs to a secluded area above the action. The acoustics of the building created a pocket where we could watch the party and still be able to hear one another speak.

      We sat down on a black leather couch as the party kicked into high gear, neither one of us speaking for a long time as Olivia stared down at the crowd below. It didn't take long for the women to begin shedding their clothes and soon the only people fully clothed were Club X workers and Olivia and me.

      "I didn't realize this kind of thing happened down there in the club. I thought…" Her sentence trailed off and she returned to watching the action on the dance floor.

      I tried to conceal my disappointment, but it was likely written all over my face. I'd hoped the reality of my business wouldn't chase her away, both from being my assistant and anything else we might be in the future. "If this isn't something you're comfortable with, Olivia, it's better we find out now before either one of us gets too used to working with one another. I understand."

      Her eyes grew wide, and she smiled as she shook her head. "Oh, no. I'm not uncomfortable. I want to see more of what happens here. Don't worry about me. I'm far more fun than I look."

      I nodded, wanting to believe she could handle Club X—that she could handle the life I led.
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      Olivia

      I wasn't being entirely honest with Cash when I said I wasn't uncomfortable with what was going on one floor below us. Maybe if I was there with Erin and Josie watching half-naked men thrusting and pumping into a bunch of drunken women I would have been into it, but sitting there with Cash made the scene in front of us even more erotic than it already was. I sensed his gaze on me as I pretended to be engrossed in the action, watching me instead of the Lady Godivas.

      The brief touch of his leg against mine, his suit coat lightly skimming my arm heightened the electricity in the air, making paying attention to anything but him impossible. He appeared so at home there in the middle of all this debauchery, like he'd lived this life forever, despite how serious he looked each day as we worked together. That man who was all business had vanished leaving one far more sensual in his place. Maybe it was the music and lights, or maybe it was the near sex show unfolding just one floor away, but that tiny spark that had flickered inside me since meeting Cash now grew into a flame of desire that threatened to consume me.

      He leaned in and said, "Why didn't you ever try to become a member here, Olivia?"

      I turned my head slightly and felt his lips brush against the shell of my ear. "What do you mean?"

      "Your friends are members. Why didn't you ever apply to be a member?" he asked in a deep voice that made me want to close my eyes and simply enjoy the tenor of it against my skin.

      His question took me back to that night Jake had offered to bring me to this very place and why I'd said no. It wasn't that I was frightened of what Club X may have been. The truth was far more mundane. "I was too busy trying to climb the corporate ladder. While everyone else was having fun, I was working thirteen hour days just to be sent on my way after a few years."

      Cash said nothing in response, even as I waited for him to speak, so I turned my head and saw him smiling at me. "I hear in your voice that you're ashamed of what you just said. Don't be. An intelligent woman like you should never be ashamed of wanting to succeed. Leave the partying to those people who don't have a world to conquer."

      I felt my cheeks grow hot as I stared back at his piercing blue eyes full of admiration. I'd never met a man who spoke about work like he did yet looked so incredibly sexy. At that moment, there wasn't a thought in my head about the corporate ladder or anything else but how much I loved the way he looked at me just then.

      The music stopped and Stefan's voice over the loudspeaker interrupted our moment with the announcement that tonight was all about the Lady Godivas. The crowd below erupted into cheers and catcalls as he promised a party to end all parties. Cash's expression hardened, and he turned his head away from me. When the music began again just moments later, whatever had been between us had disappeared, leaving us as boss and assistant once again.

      But I didn't want to be merely that anymore. I wanted to look into those eyes and see desire instead of last year's numbers and next year's projections. Each moment his gaze stayed away from me another chance to get to know him slipped away. My mind spun with how to get him back to where he'd been before Stefan had intruded on us. I didn't know him well enough to make small talk, but I wanted to say something.

      Anything to bring back the man who'd shown himself for that brief moment tonight.

      Unsure I should mention the top floor, I leaned toward him and blurted out, "I'd love to see the rest of the club. Can you give me a tour?"

      If the music hadn't been so loud, the pounding of my heart would have been thundering in my ears as I waited for his response. The idea of seeing a fantasy room was exhilarating and frightening at the same time. My curiosity had been piqued the moment Cash mentioned the fantasy area of the club, and even if Kane's part in it was a little daunting, I still couldn't help myself from wanting to know more about it.

      Cash turned back to look at me, surprised by my suggestion. "You want to see the rest of the club?"

      Nodding, I smiled, hoping to see that man from just a few moments ago return. "Sure. I wouldn't be much of an assistant if I didn't know all about it, although not knowing gives me plausible deniability just in case any more reporters come sniffing around. It's not technically lying if I don't know."

      A slow smile spread across his mouth. "I like that. Okay, let's go visit the other parts of the club."

      He stood and held out his hand. Looking up at him, I placed my hand in his palm and felt my stomach flutter when he closed his fingers it. His touch was light even though his hand was strong. I didn't know how I knew it, but whatever this was, it wasn't about a simple tour around a business.

      We walked up the stairs past the third and fourth floors that seemed to function as private areas for club patrons to enjoy drinks and conversation outside the fantasy rooms. The sound of the music still filtered up to those floors, but it was far quieter than on the first two.

      Each step we took hand in hand toward the top floor and those fantasy rooms was another step toward something new and exciting. I wanted to see more of Cash and more of the business he owned. As we stepped onto the stairs that would take us to the top floor, I wondered if he visited this part of Club X much. He hadn't seemed to be someone who would before, but now I could envision him making his fantasies come true in one of those rooms I'd only imagined until this moment.

      Thinking about it made me jealous. It was irrational and silly, but I felt jealous. Would I see a room he always used or did he have a private room all to himself? Had he led many women up these very stairs to that room? Silently, I chastised myself for being so stupid. What did it matter if he did? As a grown man who owned a club dedicated to making fantasies come true, of course he'd been to this floor and lived out many fantasies.

      My mental tug of war made me pull my hand away as we reached the last step, and Cash turned his head to find my hand again. With a smile, he took it and looked up at me. "We're almost there. You ready?"

      His voice was deep, but it held a hint of mystery in it, like he wasn't sure what lay ahead for us. I simply smiled and followed him, preparing myself for Kane's part of Club X. The ruler of this fantasy kingdom stood with his arms crossed leaning against a far wall. Taller and more imposing than Cash, he looked like he belonged here, like being downstairs would have been wrong for someone like him.

      The noise from below barely made it to this top floor, and the muffled sound of the music seemed so far away now. The look of this area of the club was different too. No neon lights flashed here. Instead, dim sconces lit the way.

      We stopped in front of Kane, who seemed surprised to see us there, and Cash gave him a quick nod. "Everything good?"

      Kane nodded in return and gave us a small smile. "Get sick of the madness downstairs?"

      I had the feeling he was speaking to Cash more than me. Cash chuckled. "I'm going to show Olivia the floor. I'm assuming most of the rooms are still empty."

      "For now, yeah," Kane said in his usual raspy voice as he pointed toward the far end of the floor. "I have one room at the end busy now, though."

      "Okay, we'll stay away from that one."

      Kane narrowed his eyes and grinned. "They like to be watched, so feel free. And there's always the dancers, if you like."

      I couldn't imagine where any dancers could be on this floor. The entire area seemed more like a suite of offices than a nightclub. As Cash led me away, my curiosity got the best of me. "What dancers? Where are they?"

      "Kane handles this floor, which includes dancers in booths connected to each room."

      "Like a strip club?"

      "Not exactly. More like a private show for each room."

      "Can I see?" The words tumbled out of my mouth, and I didn't care that I sounded almost childish in my enthusiasm.

      "Absolutely." Cash continued walking and stopped at a door. With a smile, he said, "I guess you've decided against plausible deniability."

      "I've always been a fan of knowledge over ignorance, so yes, I'm afraid from now on I'll have to actually lie about everything here."

      "That's the spirit." The sexy smile slid from his face, and he winked at me. "Time for your education, Olivia."

      A sparkle in his eye unnerved me for a moment, but I was ready. I wanted to see everything here. He opened the second to last door and escorted me in. It was dimly lit, even darker than outside the room, but I saw a couch and coffee table like would be found in a hotel living room. Was this it? It all looked very run-of-the-mill.

      "Take a seat and I'll show you what happens when someone reserves a room like this one."

      I continued to look around at the beige walls and average looking furniture as I sat down and waited for Cash to begin explaining how everything on this floor worked. Instead, he dimmed the lights even more and sat down beside me. The air crackled with excitement as the moments ticked by, but still he remained silent.

      Turning toward him, I studied him as he sat with his arms spread across the back of the sofa and his legs open, the picture of confidence. This Cash was everything Josie claimed he was—sexy and sensual. And entirely fuckable.

      As every erotic thought I could think of ran through my mind, I could have sworn the room began to close in around me. My heart pounded against my ribs, and the feel of his muscular thigh pressing against the outside of my leg made me want to know what the rest of him would feel like against me.

      I struggled to form a coherent sentence, already nearly overwhelmed by this place, but thankfully he rescued me from my embarrassment. With a sexy grin, he said, "Olivia, meet the dancers."

      His gaze traveled to the wall across from where we sat, and I watched as it raised to reveal a window. A soft white light slowly illuminated the space behind the glass, washing over the female who stood there looking out at us. Tall, blonde, and gorgeous, she wore a skin-tight black dress that highlighted every perfect curve of her body. I suddenly felt like one of the ugly stepsisters watching Cinderella step out onto the dance floor. Cash appeared unmoved by her, though.

      Soft music filled the room, and just as I braced myself to watch some gorgeous woman strip right in front of us, a man appeared behind her, his hands cupping her shoulders sensually as he trailed his lips up her neck to nip at her earlobe. Was I about to see a sex show sitting right next to my new boss, a man I suddenly wanted more than I should?

      My breath caught in my chest as the scene in front of me made taking any air in difficult. Jesus, I was as uptight as all my friends thought! They'd be conducting their own sex show with Cash right now, but all I did was sit there nervously watching for what would come next.

      Turning to face me, he said in a low voice thick with sensuality, "Olivia, they'll do as much or as little as we want. What do you want?"

      Cash's voice caressed my ears like silk gliding over my skin. What did I want? At that moment, I wanted him. I knew I shouldn't, but I did. I wanted him to kiss me like that man was kissing the gorgeous blonde—like I was the only woman he ever wanted. I wanted to feel his hands sliding over my body as he held me tight to him. I wanted to hear him moan as his desire for me made his cock ache with need.

      But I was too timid to tell him any of this, so I mumbled, "I…I don't know."

      God, I really was lame.

      He stared at me, not with disgust like I felt for myself but with curiosity in his eyes, making me wish I was whatever he thought I was. Without looking away, he waved his hand, and out of the corner of my eye, I saw the man slide the thin strap from the woman's shoulder before he dipped his head to press a kiss onto the top of her breast. I didn't know where to look—at Cash or at the erotic scene playing out just feet away from me.

      "Olivia, this is what Club X is. I need to know you're okay with this. I need to know this is something you'd protect for my brothers and…for me."

      His blue eyes bored into me searching for the answer. All I could do was nod my agreement. This was so new and exciting that I had no words. I wanted to be the kind of woman he'd bring to a room like this. The kind of woman who excited him as much as he excited me.

      With a sharp wave of his hand, the two dancers stopped their seduction and the lights dimmed to darkness behind the window. Had he misinterpreted my silence to mean I wouldn't protect him and Club X? Nervously, I asked, "Is something wrong? Why did you send them away?"

      A genuine smile spread across his lips. "I had the feeling they were making you uncomfortable."

      He did think I was some pathetic prude. "No, no. I was fine. I didn't mean to act like I had a problem with watching them. It was fine."

      I wasn't very convincing. Cash just shook his head and continued to smile. "It's okay. It's not everyone's thing."

      He did think I was a prude. I turned my body to face him and reached out to touch his arm. "No, I don't want you to think I can't handle what happens here at the club. I wanted to see everything tonight. I guess I just wasn't prepared for it. But that doesn't mean I can't handle it."

      "I believe you, Olivia. Don't worry. Your job isn't in danger because of tonight."

      A feeling of relief washed over me. At least the display of my inhibitions hadn't caused him to reconsider hiring me. That was important, but that he saw me as some kind of sheltered, uptight woman bothered me. Men like Cash March didn't want someone like that.

      Someone like me.

      He stood to leave and I followed him, past Kane who stood near the stairs and down to where Stefan watched the crowd of Godivas debauch the men who escorted them. They spoke about something I couldn't hear and Cash turned to me with a smile. "Enjoy yourself tonight. I'm going to head back into the office. If you need anything, come find me."

      Then he walked away, leaving me standing there wanting to say, "Don't go. Stay here and let's get to know each other."

      Instead, I just watched as he weaved through the crowd and vanished behind a group of Godivas. All around me were people having the time of their lives, the beat of the music pounding through the club like the rhythm of everyone's heart as they grinded against one another, and I felt like some kind of middle school dance chaperone. Josie and even Erin would have walked right back to that office and showed him exactly what they needed from him, but I couldn't. I stood planted in that spot next to the wall as if my feet were trapped in concrete.

      "Having a good time?"

      I looked up to see Stefan standing next to me looking every bit the player he always did. At least he didn't think I was some inhibited school marm. "It's great," I said, hoping he didn't see right through my playacting.

      "What do you think of these women? Wild, huh?"

      "They look like they're having a good time. Can't blame them for that."

      Stefan chuckled. "Just wait until they go upstairs. Kane and his men will have their hands full."

      I let my mind travel to the thought of all these Lady Godivas living out their wildest fantasies upstairs in Kane's realm, and a twinge of jealousy nipped at me. I wished I could be like them. They seemed so free and happy. I wanted to be like that.

      "From what I've seen, Kane can handle himself."

      Nodding, Stefan gave me a wink. "We all can handle ourselves, each in our own way. You'll see that after you're here a while."

      Pressing a smile onto my lips, I wondered what way Cash handled himself. As I stood there fantasizing about him handling me, his brother touched my shoulder. "I bet you're not as serious as you seem, Olivia."

      A line of Godivas danced by us with their boy-toys, and I looked up at Stefan to see him grinning like a kid in a candy store about to binge on sugar. "Maybe I am. Somebody's got to be serious, right?"

      He leaned down until his mouth was right next to my ear. As his lips grazed the side of my face, he said in low voice, "That's what Cash is always saying. Maybe one of you should try being less serious. Just a thought."

      And with that he left me standing there watching as he and the rest of the Godivas and their men danced up the stairs to the fantasy rooms. I looked around at the bartenders and a few customers who already were too drunk to enjoy the offerings on the floors above and knew something had to change.

      I had to change or I'd forever be boring Olivia standing by as the world marched by me.
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      Cassian

      Kane strolled into my office and took a seat in front of my desk. My half-brother rarely stopped in to see me, so I put my work aside and looked to see him wearing an uncommon grin as he sat leaning back, his right leg draped over the arm of the chair.

      "Something on your mind, Kane?"

      "Maybe. You look like you have something eating at you. Perhaps they're the same thing."

      I took a deep breath and let it out slowly as I sat back in my chair. I'd just returned from a meeting with our accountant Mitch, who had once again reminded me of the financial ramifications of Stefan's constant need to fuck the women under him. Literally. Obviously, my frustration with my little brother was written all over my face.

      "I just got back from the accountant's. Do you know what percentage of our income is now devoted to legal fees courtesy of Stefan?"

      Kane shook his head. "You know I don't get involved with that part of the business. I leave that misery to you."

      His dry humor wasn't helping me get into a better mood. "I'd willingly trade you my misery for your duties upstairs."

      With a deep chuckle, Kane gave me a grin. "They're not your style. You'd be surprised at how dirty I have to get up there. You're not the strong-arm type, Cash."

      "Don't tell me any more. I don't want to deal with the legal issues you cause too."

      He laced his hands behind his head. "No legal issues from me. I know how to hide my dirt."

      "Nice. Well, the answer to my question is nearly twelve percent. I'll tell you, I'm pretty fucking sick of paying for his sex antics."

      "Stop him then."

      Another deep sigh. "That's easier said than done. Each of us is an equal partner here. I can't just lay the big brother smackdown on him. I also can't trade places with him since I'm pretty sure he'd run our business into the ground. And I don't think asking you to trade places with him would work. It wouldn't be open season on bartenders, but I can only imagine what trouble he'd get into in your area."

      Kane nodded his agreement. "Good point. My people need a strong hand to guide them. Letting him loose up there would be like letting a fat kid loose in a bakery. Hell, he's already tried to hit on a few of the dancers. If I hadn't made it clear to them they'd lose their jobs if I caught them anywhere near him, he'd have been all over them. Stefan's a lot more like our father than we are."

      "Stefan's a fucking man whore. Our father was never this bad. If he had been, we'd have dozens of brothers and sisters out there."

      "Let's hope we don't," Kane said in a low voice, sending a chill down my spine. God, I hoped we didn't have any long lost siblings out there.

      "I don't think you came down to talk about our brother's inability to keep his dick in his pants, so what's up?" I truly hoped Kane had something that would make my day better and not worse.

      "I got an interesting request recently."

      Kane infrequently bothered to give me the details of his part of the club, usually only when a member reserved a room for something wilder or more bizarre than what he was used to. I settled in to listen to his story, happy for a reprieve from my problems with my other brother. "Do tell. I can use a good freak show story, as long as this isn't going to involve the cops or more lawyers."

      "Nope, this one won't get us into any trouble at all."

      "Then hit me with it. Just tell me, is it better than the guy who wanted Siamese twins? That was fucked up."

      Kane gave me one of his rare laughs before his expression turned more serious. "Yeah, Sheerer likes the weird stuff. I can't tell you how fucking hard it is to find Siamese twins willing to hang out with a guy like that. That put a dent in my budget that quarter. Thank God he's a platinum member. And I don't even want to imagine how much it would have cost if he wanted them to fuck him instead of just sit with him. No, this one involves your assistant."

      In that moment, it felt like all the air had been sucked out of the room. "Olivia?"

      "Yeah. You gave her a membership, so she wants to use it."

      "What did she request?" I asked, my curiosity piqued more than I thought it could be concerning Kane's area.

      "She wants a room and she wants to…how did she put it? Experience being out of control. It's just a basic level request. Nothing big."

      "Out of control?" I repeated, stunned that my relatively proper assistant had even requested a room upstairs.

      "Yep. It's no Siamese twins gig, but I thought you'd find it interesting."

      I found it more than interesting. The idea of Olivia even approaching Kane with a request like this surprised me. After giving her the tour of the fantasy rooms, I'd felt like something had changed between us. We'd been getting to know one another and then within a few days, she was all business, as if finding out what the club was really about had changed her opinion of me.

      "Did she ask for anything specific?" I asked, trying not to appear too interested.

      "No. She didn't seem to understand how it all works. She filled out the request form, but she didn't include any details about exactly what she wants. I had the feeling she was a little shy about it all."

      I input my password into my laptop and brought up my calendar. Typing in meaningless comments on a few random dates, I worked to look nonchalant. "So what do you plan to give her?"

      Kane slid his leg to the floor and crossed his arms across his chest. "I have nothing planned as of yet. She reserved this Friday, so I have three days to figure it out. Any suggestions?"

      He wasn't buying my disinterested act. When the hell did I become so goddamned transparent? "I have no idea. I don't get involved in your domain, remember?"

      "I just thought you might want to be a part of this."

      Obviously, I hadn't been as slick as I thought I'd been about how much I liked Olivia. I didn't want to see her get in over her head upstairs. "Take it easy on her, Kane. She's a nice girl. I don't know exactly what she's looking for, but don't go overboard and scare her off. I like working with her."

      Kane's smirk told me he saw right through my cool attitude. "No problem, Cash. Maybe I'll hook her up with Samson. The ladies like him."

      Samson looked everything his name implied. Giant with muscles and long blond hair, he was requested more than any other of Kane's performers. The Godivas had kept him busy for hours at their party, and he'd left with enough tips to fill a bank bag. Kane knew all this too. Nothing like a little brotherly ass busting.

      "Samson sounds fine, Kane. He's experienced," I bit out, struggling to keep my cool.

      "Yeah. He'll treat her right. Don't worry. I think she just wants to loosen up a little. Nobody knows how to loosen a woman up better than Samson."

      Fuck. As much as I didn't want to admit it, the very idea of that Fabio type doing his phony seduction routine with Olivia made my stomach turn. And my half-brother's thinly veiled reference to Samson loosening anything on Olivia got under my skin. Kane had called my bluff, so I had no choice. I had to show my hand. "I don't think Samson is the man for the job. He might be a bit much. Olivia doesn't need that."

      Kane raised his eyebrows in surprise. "You know what she needs?"

      "She doesn't need your resident fucking gigolo, Kane. All she wants is a taste of our world, not enough to choke on as she tries to swallow."

      Another rare smile brightened up his face. "Well, then what do you want me to give her? Are you thinking you want me to do it? You don't have to worry about that non-fraternizing clause. I'm not like Stefan."

      The thought of him taking care of loosening up Olivia was barely better than Samson. My half-brother had a penchant for the rougher side of things, if his choice in piercings and the rumors I'd heard were any indication of his preferences. I couldn't imagine him having the patience needed to take care of a woman like Olivia. She didn't need Samson's heavy seduction or Kane's rough style. A woman like her deserved something more sensual, something I doubted neither Kane nor Samson excelled at.

      I typed Olivia's name into my calendar for Friday night. "I think that might be unnecessary. Leave this to me. I'll take care of it. You said she reserved Friday night, right? Just make sure I know the time and what room you give her."

      "I'm surprised, Cash. You never bothered to get involved when Kate took advantage of the fantasy rooms."

      Looking up from my laptop's screen, I said, "Olivia isn't Kate."

      Kane smirked. "No doubt. Kate knew how to have a good time. That's why her husband made her quit this job with you. From what I hear, he thought you were fucking her. I don't think you were, but I can tell you that girl knew how to party. Olivia, on the other hand, could very well be a virgin for all I know."

      Kane's gossiping about my former assistant amused me. He said so little that when he did say something like that I couldn't help but imagine him like some Peeping Tom on the upper floors spying on our patrons as they lived out their fantasies. Maybe that strong, silent thing he had going on was all an act.

      "I had no idea you knew so much about my assistants, Kane."

      Leaning forward, he tapped his knuckles on the top of my desk. "Just takes a little paying attention. Kate was a good time. I liked her. As for Olivia, I get the feeling she's a bit more uptight. It'll be interesting to see how this all goes."

      Closing my laptop, I shook my head. "I don't want her to feel like she's doing anything wrong, so don't say anything to Stefan so she gets scared off."

      "Not a word, Cash," Kane said as he stood to leave. "I'll put her in one of the smaller rooms on the top floor so you two can have all the privacy you need."

      He turned to leave, but I stopped him. "One more thing, Kane. Make sure you make it early, around midnight, and make sure she wears a blindfold."

      Kane said nothing, but the look on his face showed I'd piqued his interest. I had no intention of explaining what I planned for Olivia, though. That was between her and me now.

      And then just as my day was looking up, in walked another dose of misery for me to deal with. Looking up at Kane as the two met at the door, one of Tampa's VICE squad, John Sheridan—or as we called him when he wasn't around, Shank—had a look on his face that told me anything I'd been worrying about with Stefan would be child's play compared to what he wanted to discuss.

      "Kane, how you doing these days?" Shank asked as they shook hands, the question meant to be a thinly veiled reference to my half-brother's past run-ins with the law.

      "Same as always." Looking over the policeman's head, Kane shot me a look of disgust. "Don't worry, Cash. I'll take care of things."

      "John, what can I do for you?" I asked as he sat down in front of me and smiled that greedy, cop smile he always gave me.

      "Just my usual monthly visit, Cassian. You know how this works."

      Reaching into the file cabinet behind me, I grabbed the envelope Shank had come for. I handed it to him, and he slid it into his jacket pocket, as always. "I do, John. You know how thankful we are for your help."

      Shank patted his chest where our monthly payment sat inside his coat. "I like working with you, Cassian. You're a real businessman who understands the way of the world. You've got a nice thing going here. I'm happy I can help to keep it nice."

      Nice. I'd heard that word from Shank enough to know it meant he wanted something. Something more than the twenty grand we paid him every month to make sure Club X didn't get shut down. Hesitant to know what he wanted, I leveled my gaze on his pockmarked face and stared into his dark eyes. "What can I do for you?"

      Expecting him to want something akin to a pound of flesh, I was surprised to hear his next words. "Did you know I have a daughter?"

      I'd anticipated a different answer, and as worry ebbed from me, I shook my head. "No, I didn't."

      Leaning back in his seat, he smiled and for a moment I thought I saw a proud father in the man who shook me down for protection money every month. "I do. Her name is Lorraine, after her mother, God bless her soul. It was just the two of us after my wife died, so she's my entire world."

      Unsure of what to say since this John Sheridan wasn't someone as easily hated as the one I usually dealt with, I nodded and mumbled, "That's nice, John."

      "I want you to give her a job here."

      And there it was. The pound of flesh. Shank might very well have been the ugliest man I'd ever seen. Greasy, salt and pepper colored hair pushed back from his face allowed the world to see the ravages acne had left on his skin, and eyes like a snake's didn't add any good to the overall picture. If his daughter looked anything like him, there was no way she'd be able to be a dancer or a bartender for me. Plus, did I really want some relative of Shank's getting a bird's eye view of the inner workings of Club X?

      But there was no way I could say no. Not if I wanted to keep our arrangement going. "You want your daughter to work here? Things get kind of rough here sometimes. I wouldn't want her to get hurt."

      "I trust you. She's a good girl, a lot like her mother. She has experience bartending, so just tell Stefan he's got a new worker."

      "Okay, John. No problem. I'm sure it will work out fine for her and us."

      He flashed me that old crooked cop grin and stood to leave. "I knew you'd say that, Cassian. She'll be thrilled. I'll tell her to come over."

      As he left my office, I just hoped she looked a lot like her mother too. If not, maybe I'd have to consider placing a bartender on one of the upper floors in a corner somewhere. But if she looked like Shank, I wouldn't have to worry about Stefan going after her. At least there was that.
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      Leaning back against the couch cushions, I closed my eyes and let Rachel do what she did best. For all the hassle and unhappiness she'd brought into my life on more occasions than I cared to remember, she did know how to suck cock like a champion. Ordinarily, I'd be enjoying it like I always did, my hand stuffed into her long black hair guiding her, not that she needed any help. We'd done this enough times over the years that she knew exactly how to get me off. There were no mysteries about her, no secrets to uncover. Rachel was what she'd been for years—someone to fuck. No more, no less.

      Her hands danced over the tops of my thighs, gently raking her long, perfectly manicured nails across my skin before she wrapped her palm around the base of my cock and squeezed. I'd always enjoyed that moment when her hand's motion let me know she was about to take me into her mouth and deliver a world class blowjob. I'd had every intention of enjoying it tonight, but as I sat there watching her slowly bob up and down in my lap, it just wasn't there.

      I was barely there.

      My hand slid from her head and landed on the couch next to my leg, a not-so-subtle sign I was bored. Rachel may have been self-centered and thoughtless most times in her life, but she wasn't stupid or blind, and I wasn't even trying to hide my disinterest.

      She looked up at me as she slid my cock out of her mouth, those nearly jet black eyes questioning me before the words passed her lips. "What's wrong with you tonight, baby? Hard day at the club?"

      "No. I've got other things on my mind."

      Rachel sat back on her heels, but her hand never left my cock. Stroking it from base to tip and back again, she shook her head. "Poor Cash. Always so worried about everything. Let me guess. Another lawsuit from a disgruntled worker? You need a better screening system there."

      I rolled my eyes at the veiled reference to my younger brother's sexual antics. Of all the people in the world, Rachel was the last one I wanted to discuss Stefan's indiscriminate fucking with. "No, it has nothing to do with a lawsuit."

      Her expression showed me she didn't care why I was distracted, just that I wasn't fulfilling my role in the play we acted out at least one night a week. As I looked down at her petulant face, I suddenly felt like I didn't want to do this with her anymore. It had been nice for a while, but I didn't want this.

      "What's going on, Cassian? Is this about that thing again? I told you he meant nothing."

      "No. I don't care about that."

      Her hand stopped its movement against my skin, and as she let my cock loose, it smacked off my stomach. She stared down at it in its still rock hard state, her mouth turning down into a pout. "Then what? You're killing our good time here, baby."

      I ran my hands through my hair while I tried to figure out what was going on with me. It had been a long time since just sex hadn't been enough, but now as Rachel worked to coax interest out of me with her mouth on the inside of my thigh, I just couldn't fake it. This wasn't enough.

      The truth was that since hearing Kane say Olivia had reserved one of the fantasy rooms I couldn't think of anything but her. And the thought of one of Kane's guys taking care of her made me want to hit someone. After working with her for just a short time, I shouldn't have been jealous at the thought of Samson or even Kane being with her in any way, but I was.

      I wanted to be the one with Olivia when she finally shed the mask of control, not my half-brother or one of our employees. That she was my assistant didn't make my desire for her easy, though. I'd religiously stuck to my belief that fraternizing with employees was a mistake none of us could afford to make, and now I was quickly becoming obsessed with the idea of doing just that with her.

      "Cash, did you hear me?" Rachel asked in a voice full of irritation, shaking me out of my thoughts about Olivia.

      I pulled up my pants and walked over to the bar for a drink. Pouring myself a glass of whiskey, I looked out the enormous window at the bay below my condo. The alcohol warmed my throat going down, and I took another swig before turning back toward Rachel now sitting in my spot on the couch.

      "I think it's time we admit this isn't what either of us want, Rachel. We had fun. Most times we did. It's just run its course."

      She stared at me for a long moment before that mouth that had given me so much pleasure in the past hitched up into a knowing smile. "Who is she, Cash? I've known you long enough to know when you're in love with someone. Remember? You used to look that way when we got together."

      Turning back to look out the window, I took another drink, holding it in my mouth for a second before letting it slide down my throat. "I'm not in love with anyone. You forget who you're talking to. I don't do love. I do sex. Sometimes I do sex exclusively, but I don't do love."

      "Yeah, right, baby. Don't tell me you weren't in love with me, Cassian March. I know you better."

      I didn't want to have this discussion with her. She wasn't wrong. I had loved her. Up until just recently, I'd thought I still loved her, even after she tore my fucking heart out. I'd lied to myself and convinced some part of me that fucking her like I did would show her I didn't care anymore, but for a long time the spark she ignited in me still burned strong.

      Not anymore, though.

      Rachel padded up behind me and slid her arms around my waist. "I loved that look you get in your eyes when you're in love, Cash. I thought since I saw that look again tonight that you might ask me to come back."

      Her words resonated through my body, but they meant nothing anymore. For the first time since we broke up, I didn't want her. Turning in her hold, I looked down at her beautiful face. "It's been over for a long time with us. You knew that better than I did."

      "You never forgave me, did you? You forgave him, but not me. That's the truth, isn't it?"

      "No. I never forgave him really either. I just don't have a choice in that."

      We stood there silently until I saw in her eyes she understood this was it. "You'll be fine, Rachel. I imagine you already have a few on the hook besides me."

      She ran her hand over my chest until it came to rest over my heart. "She's a lucky woman this one who's captured your heart. Any one of the dozens I've seen you out with?"

      Shaking my head, I chuckled. "No. You wouldn't know her. She's not like you. She's not like anyone I've ever met."

      Rachel laughed. "Really? You're doing the 'she's unlike anyone I've ever met' thing with me? I've known you since you were just that rich teenage boy with too much freedom and money to blow. I've met practically every woman you've slept with since we broke up too. I doubt she's unlike the rest of us, Cash. You like a certain type. I can picture her already. Tall, legs that go on forever, platinum blonde, or she might be the occasional brunette, but only if she has black hair like mine. Am I close?"

      I shook my head at how wrong she was. "No. Not even close."

      "So you've decided to fall for a dumpy girl with mousey brown hair? Really, Cash. Is this some kind of thing to show me you can go on without me?"

      I took the last gulp of whiskey in my glass and pushed past her as she continued with her questions. She wouldn't get anything more out of me on this. For the first time since I was that teenage boy, I wanted whatever Olivia and I would be to remain private. No parading her in front of cameras for publicity at social events just to promote the club. No telling Rachel about her in some misguided attempt to make her jealous or show her I'd moved on. No showing her off to impress others.

      No, Olivia was unlike anyone else I'd ever met. Intelligent, confident, and sweet, I wanted to protect her from the life I'd led all these years and the people I'd included in that life. Taking my seat on the couch again, I said, "Rachel, this has nothing to do with you. We had a good time for a while. Let's leave it at that."

      For a moment, she got a look on her face that made me think she might actually miss me, but then it was gone, replaced by a perfect smile and a roll of her eyes. "As you wish. You know your happiness has always been important to me."

      "Thanks, Rachel."

      She dressed and grabbed her bag. Walking behind the couch, she leaned over and gave me a kiss just below my ear before she whispered, "Be happy, baby. Maybe we'll be even better at being friends than we were lovers."

      I didn't answer because I had nothing to say anymore. My mind was already past Rachel and onto Olivia and what would happen Friday night. Whatever the future held, I was about to break my cardinal rule I'd lived by since opening Club X. I just hoped it wasn't the biggest mistake of my life.
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      Olivia

      By the time Friday came, I'd lost five pounds from worrying. The minute I pressed Send on the email to Kane to request a fantasy room I regretted it. I wasn't that type of woman, even if I'd always wanted to be. I was the timid girl afraid to send a man a drink in a bar even with my friends egging me on. I was the nose-to-the-grindstone bookworm who felt more comfortable around facts and figures than men.

      But I didn't want to be that woman anymore.

      That didn't mean I should turn into some Lady Godiva wannabe at my workplace. What was I thinking? I had to work with these men, and now they'd think I was some kind of oversexed woman who didn't have brains enough to shed her inhibitions in private.

      Even worse, although Cash hadn't mentioned anything about my request, he'd seemed distant for the last two days. Or maybe it was just my being paranoid. I wasn't sure. I wasn't even sure I'd go up to the top floor at midnight like Kane had instructed me to in his email back to me.

      The sound of the music pounding in the club outside my office made concentrating impossible tonight. Now I knew why I usually preferred to work my eleven to seven schedule, but the truth was I wouldn't have been able to get much work done even if it was dead silent outside my door. My mind raced with the implications of my decision to follow my friends' suggestions to let loose and enjoy myself. What if Cash found out? What would he think?

      Who was I kidding? He already knew. That's why he'd become colder than Mr. Frosty suddenly. If only Stefan was my boss. He'd understand. The younger March brother wouldn't pass judgment on me. Hell, he'd probably join me. Instead, I worked for the owner who was all business, even though I'd tried in my own very timid way to let him know I liked him.

      I stared at my laptop screen, realizing the truth. I was as pathetic as Josie and Erin thought I was.

      "Olivia?"

      I lifted my head at the sound of a deep voice and saw Cash closing my office door. He looked incredible in a black suit and sapphire blue dress shirt. Damn, he filled out a suit well!

      "Yes?" I answered, my mind filled with how good he looked standing there.

      "I'm going to be out of the building tonight. I know this is the first time you've chosen to work while the club is open, so if you have any problems, just text me."

      "I don't expect to have any problems. No one even knows I'm back here. If I need anything, I can just ask Stefan since he'll be close by."

      My suggestion meant to help Cash leave behind the worries of the job for one night caused him to frown. "No. I don't want you bothering Stefan. If you need anything, text or call me. Are we clear?"

      "Oh…oh, okay," I stammered out, stung by his sharp rebuke of my kind gesture.

      "Have a good weekend," he said, his voice back to its usual sexier softness.

      I wished him the same, and as he turned and walked out into the club probably to some great date with a gorgeous supermodel, my heart sank. Even though I'd worried about him knowing what I planned for later tonight, some tiny part of me had secretly hoped it would have made him open up a little more and maybe show me he liked me too.

      So much for my pie in the sky dreams.
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      I walked through the nightclub section of Club X in my tiny black tank dress and almost four inch heels, weaving through the crowds to the beat of dance music on my way to the stairs that led up to the fantasy rooms. Although I rarely dressed up like this, I liked how it felt when I saw a few male patrons check me out. They didn't know I was all walk and no talk, but it didn't matter. Tonight wasn't about impressing them.

      Tonight was about me becoming the new and improved Olivia.

      My legs shook almost uncontrollably as I climbed the stairs past the second, third, and fourth floors, avoiding the gazes of the throngs of people passing me. Each step I took moved me one step closer to my fantasy. I'd been pretty vague on my request form, only saying I wanted to experience not being in control all the time. I wasn't up for anything too freaky, but I didn't want to put too many restrictions on my request and end up having tea with some pathetic guy in glasses because Kane thought I was looking for something tame.

      By the time I reached the top floor, it was nearly midnight and my stomach was completely tied in knots. My palms felt clammy too, and as I walked toward where Kane stood talking to some man, I nonchalantly wiped my hands down the front of my dress, hoping to dry them off a little. The men stared at me as I approached them, and I immediately wondered if this was the person Kane had arranged to spend time with me. Tall and very muscular, he wore his blond hair a little too long for my taste and reminded me of that model who'd been on all those romance novels my mother used to like to read. He seemed intensely interested in me, though, and I couldn't help but feel a little disappointed at the idea that my first venture into the sexier side of life would be with him.

      "Olivia, I almost didn't recognize you," Kane said in an unusually pleasant voice for him.

      I looked down at my dress and back up at him. "Yes, well, I thought I should…" I felt foolish explaining my choice of clothes and by the look on the mystery man's face, he couldn't figure out why I was boring them with the information either, so I let my sentence trail off into awkward silence. My brand new sexy life wasn't starting off well at all.

      Kane pointed down the hallway I'd walked with Cash the week before. "Go to the last room on the right. Be sure to follow all the directions on the card. Most important, have a good time, Olivia."

      The scary owner seemed downright chipper tonight, but I had the feeling it was more amusement at me than a new outlook on life. I turned and walked through the crowd of already drunk partiers directly to the room, just as he'd told me to, finding only a note and a plain, white box on the table next to the ordinary tan sofa. Taking a deep breath, I sat down and opened the note card.

      Welcome to your fantasy, Olivia. This night is all yours. For the next two hours, let yourself go. You want to experience not being in control, so you'll do as I desire. If you don't obey, I'll correct you once. The second time you make any mistake, our time will be over.

      In the box, you'll find a blindfold. Put it on and wait.

      Nervous but exhilarated by the promise of the evening, I opened the lid and nestled inside sat a black silk blindfold. Lifting it out of the box, I ran my fingertips over it, loving the cool, smooth feel of it against my skin. I took one last look around the room that resembled the one I'd sat in with Cash and put the blindfold up to my eyes, tying the ribbons behind my head to hold it in place.

      And then I waited.

      Without my sight, the sound of my heart pounding became my focus, but I listened to hear my companion for the evening approach, unable to make out anything outside this room because of the soundproofing. Every puff of cool air from the ducts overhead, every hint of my favorite perfume gently wafting the scent of vanilla and floral up from behind my earlobes became so pronounced. I felt vulnerable and on display, and I wondered if anyone stood behind the window waiting for the moment when the covering would rise and they could see everything inside the room. Straining my ears, I waited to hear the sound that would tell me the wall had lifted, but after five minutes or so, I stopped and let myself relax, as the note had told me to.

      The door opening put every cell in my body on red alert. The person who entered said nothing, but I felt them standing there watching me. I sat ramrod straight, my heart hammering away in my chest, as I anticipated their first words to me. The air around us nearly crackled with excitement, mine mostly I imagined, but I wanted to think this person who'd spend the next two hours with me wanted to be there too for their own reasons.

      As the door closed, I heard them move toward me, and then the first touch of their hands made my breath catch in my throat. Large and strong, the man's hands slowly caressed my upper arms, sending goosebumps all down my skin. A mixture of exhilaration and fear rippled through me. Closing my eyes, I reminded myself that this was what I wanted. I couldn't go on living life so safe that I never truly lived at all.

      Unsure of how to act, I nervously asked, "What's your name?"

      A deep voice whispered, "Shhhh," and he took my hand to guide me from my place on the couch. It wasn't even a real word he spoke, but it was an order—a command—that I was supposed to listen to, and I did willingly, loving how little control I felt already.

      His hand slid down my back to the base of my spine as I walked, an unmistakable act of power. Our time would be governed by his rules, not mine. The thought of him controlling my fantasy excited me. What would he do? What would he want me to do? I'd only reserved the room for two hours, a basic fantasy, so there wasn't supposed to be sex involved.

      But at that moment, I so wished it would be. He'd barely touched me, and I wanted him so badly. No, I wanted Cash, but for tonight, this man would be him, at least in my mind.

      I sat on the barstool he'd led me to and sensed him move around me. His warm breath slid over the skin on my neck, making every hair stand at attention. Never before had I been so aware of another person near me. My hands ached to reach out and touch him to learn more about the man who already had such an effect on me, but I had the surest sense that wasn't allowed until he said it was.

      He stood in front of me, and I imagined him silently watching me. I didn't know what to do or how to react. Fulfilling fantasies was his job, but this was all new to me. I licked my lips to moisten them as my nervousness made my mouth as dry as cotton and I heard him exhale. Then he touched my cheek and instantly I felt lightheaded. The pad of his thumb traced a line from just under my cheekbone to the swell of my bottom lip I'd just licked with my tongue and as his finger reached the corner of my mouth, his fingernail grazed my skin, sending a shiver down my spine as he moved his hand away.

      I listened as the sound of his shoes hitting the floor signaled he'd moved around behind me. Tensing my muscles, I waited for him to touch me again, desperate to feel his skin on mine once more. My mind swirled with thoughts of Cash as the man there with me. For the first time, I let myself fantasize about him without fear.

      This was a fantasy room, after all.

      Without realizing it, I relaxed as I imagined what being with Cassian March would be like. Eyes closed behind the blindfold, I let my mind's eye create images of how he looked out of those expensive suits, his muscular body revealed just for me. As I enjoyed my private fantasy, the man behind me softly pushed my hair off to my left shoulder and pressed his lips against my neck. His mouth was warm and gentle on my skin, and an involuntary moan escaped from my throat when I felt his hand moved around to stroke the column of my neck.

      I lifted my chin, needy to feel him touch me more, and deliberately his fingers squeezed my flesh ever so lightly. Fear spiked inside me at the fact that his hand, so big and strong, could crush my windpipe in one swift move if he chose, but his touch was gentle, if insistent. I was his to control, not hurt.

      He moaned low and quiet near my ear, sending a shockwave straight to my core. I had no idea who he was, what he looked like, or even what he sounded like when he said my name, but at that moment if he had wanted me I would have willingly given myself to him. I knew it was foolish, but that didn't change how I felt.

      His thumb rubbed against my neck, leaving a trail of heat wherever he touched. Then just as I thought I couldn't take another instant of his teasing touch, he moved his hand away and I heard him walk around me again. I sat there confused why he'd stopped. Our time couldn't be up yet.

      Swiveling my head left and right to try to get a sense of what was going on, I caught a hint of his cologne. Vaguely familiar, I'd never smelled anything more delicious in my life. I wanted to fill my nostrils with that masculine scent as I buried my head in the curve between his neck and shoulder and pressed my lips against his skin.

      He stopped my head with a gentle touch of his hand on my jaw. Every movement stimulated my senses because even though he never touched me harshly, there was no mistaking his control over me. Yes, I'd requested this fantasy and I knew this was all an act to him, but to me our time together brought out a part of me I'd never really knew existed. I wanted to give up the control I'd always thought was so important, and this stranger brought that out in me.

      And then he kissed me, his lips soft and warm. They moved over mine like they knew exactly how to excite me. His strong hands cradled my face as our kiss deepened, nearly burning my lips with the heat between us. The first light touch of his tongue on mine made my pussy run wet. I wanted to feel that tongue slide over my clit as I slipped over the edge into a toe-curling orgasm.

      My mind reeled between fantasy and reality. The person I wanted to do all these things to me was Cash, not this unknown man playacting because it was his job. Desire mingled with the truth, pushing it aside as his kiss deepened even further, his tongue eagerly gliding over mine.

      Timidly, I reached out to touch the man who so easily brought out in me such sensuality that even I couldn't believe I wanted these things. He didn't stop me, so I pressed my hands against his chest, broad and hard under a dress shirt. My mind flashed back to what the man standing with Kane had been wearing. This was not him. A lick of fear tore through me. Was it Cash's brother there with me?

      I ran my hand over the back of his neck and instantly knew it wasn't Kane I was touching. He wore his hair cropped to his head, and this man's hair was a little longer, just barely hitting the collar of his shirt. It felt as soft as silk as I slid the ends through my fingers. Who was this?

      As I pondered this question, he moved back away from me until only his hands touched the tops of my legs. His thumbs traced a slow path down toward the inside of my thighs that seemed to fall open of their own volition. God, I wanted him to ease the ache he'd created in me.

      I opened my mouth to speak, knowing he didn't want me to but needing to say something, but stopped dead when I felt his lips on my inner thigh. I gasped as he flicked his tongue against my skin, and I could have sworn I heard him moan my name. Slowly, he inched his way up under my skirt, so close to where I desperately wished him to be. He was so close I felt his breath on my…

      And then I felt his finger slide through the front of my damp panties, tracing the cleft up to my needy clit. Leaning back, I moaned, "Oh," and waited, wishing more than anything he'd put his mouth on my pussy.

      But he stopped, leaving me wanting as he stood up and leaned in to whisper so quietly I barely heard the words, "Goodnight, Olivia."

      My emotions spun out of control, and before I could say a word, he left me sitting there aching and desperate for more. Tearing off my blindfold, I looked around for any sign of who my mystery man had been and why he'd left so abruptly before our reserved time was up, but I saw nothing. Walking to the door on shaky legs, I opened it to see the crowd of people in the hallway. Was the man who'd been with me one of them?

      I hurried down toward where Kane had stood just a short time ago, but his post was empty so I couldn't even ask him who had been assigned to my room. Not that it mattered. Whoever it was, in my mind it had been Cash there with me.

      

      Hours later, I lay awake in bed still strung out from my first time in a Club X fantasy room. Every inch of my body had been awakened, every sense heightened by a man whose touch thrilled me but whose face I'd never seen. I wanted more. I wanted to feel that sexy again.

      My fingers slid slowly down over my stomach and through my folds as I replayed every moment of my fantasy coming true. Closing my eyes, I thought about the one man who'd filled my nights for weeks.

      Cash walked into my office and closed the door behind him. Dressed in a black suit and red shirt, he looked more stunning than usual, if that was possible. His cool blue eyes focused on me as he walked toward my desk.

      "Staying late tonight, Olivia?"

      Another boss asking me that question would be perfectly normal, but something in his tone told me his interest in my schedule had nothing to do with the work I was busy with. Shifting in my chair, I nodded. "I thought I'd catch up on some work. You know, so I can begin ahead of the game on Monday."

      He stopped in front of my desk and smiled. "Always so diligent."

      God, he could have been reading one of my management textbooks in that voice and I'd want him inside me. I wondered if he knew how sexy he sounded, or did he simply always sound like a sex god?

      I began to needlessly explain that I liked to begin the workweek fresh, like some overachieving nerd who didn't understand what to do when a gorgeous man came into her presence. I knew. I just wasn't sure enough to act on that knowledge with someone like Cassian March.

      He rounded the corner of my desk and leaned down just inches away from me. "I think it's time for you to get off work, don't you?"

      The room suddenly felt too small as he stared down at me with those stunning blue eyes. His face was so close to mine that all I had to do was lean forward just a tiny bit and I'd finally get to know what his perfect mouth felt like.

      Instantly, I wished I could say something sexy—something that would make him hot like he made me— but he unnerved me so much my mind went blank and it was all I could do to squeak out, "Oh, okay."

      Then he pressed his lips to mine in a kiss that took my breath away. The room swam around me. His lips were as soft as I'd imagined and he claimed my mouth with an urgency that belied that cool persona he wore every day.

      He pulled away and licked his lips as if to taste me on them. "I know there's more to you than just a great worker, Olivia. Time to show me who the real you is."

      His mouth crushed against mine again as his one hand held me to him while the other slid up my thigh under my skirt. He moved fast, but stopping him was the last thing on my mind. More than anything, I wanted to feel him inside me, whether it was his fingers or his cock.

      I stood from my chair, my skirt pushed up around my waist to reveal my panties drenched from how excited he'd made me. He leaned back against my desk and began to undo his belt, quickly unzipping his pants to show nothing but his rock hard cock.

      All my thoughts of straddling him and riding that cock were suddenly pushed back in my mind in favor of taking him in my mouth and sucking him dry. I wanted to taste that gorgeous part of him more than anything. Dropping to my knees, I palmed the root of his shaft and wrapped my lips around the swollen tip, sucking him into my mouth as much as I could. He moaned loudly and buried his hands in my hair to guide me as I slid his gorgeous cock in and out of my mouth.

      His skin was velvety smooth over his rock hard shaft, and he tasted faintly of salt and muskiness. Pure male. I cupped his balls in my free hand and looked up to see him staring down at me with a look in his piercing blue eyes that told me this was exactly what he'd had in mind. Over and over, I swallowed his cock, loving the sound of his moans as I inched him closer and closer to release.

      I felt his hands tighten in my hair, sending delicious pain skittering across my scalp. Looking down at me, he licked his lips and grinned. "Slow. I want this to last."

      Controlling my pace, he fucked my mouth slowly and methodically, and I licked and sucked every glorious inch of him. I felt his sac tighten in my palm and knew he was just seconds away from coming. Keeping my gaze on him, I watched his eyes glaze over as his cock flooded my mouth. Gently, I squeezed the base, feeling it twitch as cum spurted out of him.

      When he finally finished, I stood up to face him and he quickly moved to push my panties out of the way. "Straddle me, Olivia. I want to see you ride my cock."

      My fingers slid through my wet pussy and over my swollen clit as the fantasy of fucking Cash played itself out in my mind. My orgasm hit at just the moment when he ordered me to ride him, and I plunged two fingers inside me just as the vision of him sliding into my body filled my mind.
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      Cassian

      My time with Olivia in our fantasy room affected me more than I thought it would, and by the time I saw her at work on Monday, I wasn't sure I could hide that I wanted her. Even more, I wasn't sure I wanted to hide it, but I still wasn't convinced I should abandon everything I'd believed in for years. Shitting where you eat wasn't a wise business decision. I knew that, and still I had to fight the urge to walk into her office half a dozen times to see her.

      From the moment she walked in that morning, I saw she was different. She had an air of sensuality that I hadn't seen before in her. Something in her deep brown eyes sparkled as we spoke about work. She wore this new sexiness well. I wondered if she had any clue it was me next to her just nights before in that room loving the smell of vanilla in her hair as my lips tenderly brushed her ear and my hands caressed her soft skin.

      When she left the club that night, I had to know if she'd reserved another room. I'd never cared as much as to wonder if a woman would ever come back, except for Rachel. I'd cared far too much about her, and I'd paid for that mistake and likely would for the rest of my life. Now I found myself caring about what this woman thought—what she felt—what she wanted.

      I'd pushed this side of me away for so long I didn't know if I could control it. I hadn't been able to in the past. Within mere days of meeting Rachel, I'd been consumed by her. Her perfume, the smell of her hair, the taste of her lips on mine became necessities in my life. Was I ready to be that man again?

      Kane stood at his post on the top floor watching monitors as he always did, and I approached him knowing as soon as I asked about Olivia that I'd be showing him my hand. My half-brother played his cards close to the vest, and right now, I hoped he'd keep my business under wraps too. I didn't need Stefan knowing anything about what Olivia and I were up to.

      "How's it looking tonight?"

      He looked at me with suspicion, and I knew he saw right through my attempt to act like nothing was going on. Instead of asking me any questions, he simply nodded and smiled. "Same as always, Cash. Life never changes up here."

      "Yeah. Same downstairs."

      "How was your meeting with that scumbag Shank?"

      "He wants me to hire his daughter."

      Kane's eyebrows shot up. "For what? If she looks like him, all she'd be good for is guarding the door, and I don't need any more bouncers."

      "I know. I know. I couldn't say no to him, though. Without his help, we'd have to deal with cops every night."

      "Make her a bartender, Cash. Good thing is Stefan won't want to fuck her if she's got her father's face. And when the ugly lights come on at the end of the night, it won't matter because everyone's stone drunk anyway."

      I had to laugh at Kane's straightforward approach to the problem. I made a few more attempts at small talk, which he thankfully ignored, and then got straight to the reason I'd come up to see him. "Did she reserve a room again?"

      "Who?" he asked with a vicious grin.

      "You know who."

      "I don't know. I'll have to look it up. I should be able to locate that information by tomorrow. Maybe Wednesday."

      Leaning over his station, I leveled my gaze at him. "Is this your Stefan impersonation? Just tell me."

      Kane let out a deep laugh. "Sorry, Cash. It was just too easy. Yeah, she reserved a room for this Friday."

      I waited for him to tell me anything else I should know, but he wasn't going to make this easy for me. "Did she request anything…or anyone?" He stood silently, giving me a look that told me he was enjoying himself. "Jesus, Kane. Don't be such a dick."

      "Old habits die hard, big brother. I didn't realize we were best buddies now."

      He had every right to be an asshole with me. Never recognized by our father until right before he died, Kane had grown up without the comforts the March name offered. Not that Stefan and I were to blame for that, but I understood why he had a chip on his shoulder. Right now, though, that chip was causing me grief I could do without.

      "So?"

      "She requested the same room and the same guy. Same tame fantasy too."

      That's all I needed to hear. A rush of happiness raced through me. "Thanks, Kane."

      "You like this one, don't you, Cash?"

      With a smile, I said, "So now we're best buddies?" Two could play this game.

      Unlike Stefan, Kane had a great sense of humor, even if he rarely displayed it. He chuckled and said, "No. I was just curious. I don't think I've seen you react to anyone like this for a long time."

      "It's not a big deal. Just keeping an eye out for her."

      "If that's what you want to call it, that's fine. I'll go along with it. For what it's worth, though, she had a good time and seems like a new woman."

      "Been spying on the rooms again, Kane?"

      Sitting down, he leaned back in his chair and folded his arms across his chest. "I don't have to. I saw her earlier, and it's written all over her face. That woman is primed."

      "Again acting like Stefan. Don't make this something it's not."

      Kane shrugged and gave me an unconvinced smirk. "Whatever works for you. I just know what I see."

      I turned and walked away before he goaded me into saying something I didn't want to. Playing games wasn't on my agenda. I much rathered thinking about Olivia wanting another night like I'd given her. And that's exactly what she'd get.
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      Seated behind her desk in a pale pink cotton dress, she looked more like she was ready for a picnic than working at organizing a birthday party with a Roman orgy theme one of the platinum members had reserved for the next weekend. Standing in the doorway to her office, I asked, "Olivia, are you planning to work late on another Friday night? It's already nine o'clock."

      She flashed me a smile and nodded. "Yes. I have plans later, so I thought I'd work until then."

      "Have something special to do tonight?"

      Biting her bottom lip, she looked away for a second and then back at me. "Just something I've wanted to do for a long time. What about you? Do you have big plans this weekend?"

      I shook my head and worked to keep my happiness at her answer hidden. "Nope. I'll be here all weekend. I'm thinking I'll work late tonight too, so if you need anything, just stop over."

      "Okay, thanks! I already had dinner, but if I need anything, I'll be sure to let you know." Her tone not so subtly told me she had something better on her mind. As I made my way back to my office, I had to admit knowing the something better was me made her dismissal easier to take.

      I busied myself with work, all the while distracted by the plans I had for her when we were together in that room again. While the silent act may have been entertaining for a night, I wanted her to know who was seducing her. Tonight I'd let her hear my voice, and if we had any future together, I'd know by her reaction when I said those first words.

      The sound of the club outside my door made hearing much of anything difficult, but I felt the vibration of her door close just before midnight and knew the time had come. Opening my office door, I watched her head into the crowd and gave her a few minutes to climb the stairs and find the room. By quarter after, I figured she was ready and ascended the stairs to join her.

      Like the week before, groups of people filled the hallway leading to the room she waited in, platinum members I recognized immediately as what I liked to call the fringe of that level. Clients since our early days at the club, they saw Club X as a refuge for their wildest fantasies and we graciously accommodated each and every one of them. Glad-handing as I made my way toward where Olivia sat waiting for me, I finally reached our room at the end of the hall, the same as last Friday.

      I entered and quickly closed the door, wanting to push away the noisy remnants of the club's patrons who milled about outside. Whatever they planned to be that night, I didn't want them intruding on my time with her.

      She sat silently on the couch, her back straight and chin high, looking confident but alert. Vulnerable in the same black silk blindfold as the first time, she turned to face me as the door clicked closed.

      I saw by the way her lips parted slightly that she wanted to speak, but my admonition to her during our previous time together forced her to be silent. Not ready to give my true identity away quite yet, I reached out and ran my fingertip over the seam of her mouth, letting my touch linger on the corner. Her lips were soft and as I pulled away, she whispered in a voice I could barely hear, "I've waited all week for this."

      Her words, tinged with shyness, nevertheless told me she was ready to feel more than she'd ever let herself feel before. I wanted to bring that out in her. I wanted to be the man who made her scream in pleasure like she'd never experienced before in her life.

      That might have been a little premature. No matter how much I wanted her, I wasn't going to make love to Olivia for the first time in one of my club's fantasy rooms. She was better than that.

      Taking her hand, I led her over to the bar stool on the opposite side of the room. She sat down, and I watched as she fidgeted with her dress, nervously tugging on it to cover her gorgeous thighs. Reaching out, I covered her hands to still them and placed them at her side, returning to slide one finger over the inside of her right thigh.

      She jumped at the feel of my touch on her tender skin, and I heard her sharp intake of breath as I watched my fingertip trace a line up her leg under her dress. A gentle twitch of her skin and a soft sigh made my cock harden, and I worked to keep myself under control.

      I moved my hand away, and Olivia straightened in the chair, gently squeezing her thighs together in a brief clench as she waited for me to make my next move.  She was so responsive, unlike any woman I'd been with before. Each quiver, each quiet moan excited me more than I thought possible.

      But I wanted more than just a response from her. I wanted her to go after what she desired.

      Stepping in between her legs, I pressed the front of my thighs against the chair and leaned in to kiss her, stopping just before my lips brushed against hers to inhale the delicate scent of vanilla. Her mouth melded to mine, pressing eagerly in a kiss full of need. Slipping my tongue between her lips, I leisurely teased the tip of her tongue as if I was flicking my tongue over her clit. Soon…For now, her tongue would do nicely.

      She tasted like peppermint, and as we kissed, the fresh flavor filled my mouth, making me want more than just the polite making out she offered. I cradled the back of her head and held her fast to me, my mouth plundering hers as she wrapped her arms around my shoulders. Stroking my thumb against the base of her neck, I heard her softly mew into my mouth as she scooted her ass forward on the chair toward my rock hard cock.

      I pulled away suddenly, and she made a sound like a tiny moan filled with disappointment. The corners of her mouth turned down slightly as she turned her head to search for my touch. Crouching down, I pushed her dress up and pressed my lips to the tender skin of her inner thigh. Lightly flicking my tongue over it, I heard the sharp intake of her breath and felt the quiver of her skin against my lips as I inched my way up her leg.

      Whispering, I said my first real words to her in this room. "Relax. Let yourself feel good, Olivia."

      Instantly, her body tensed and the gentle sound of her breathing stopped. I stood to watch her reaction, and after a long moment she let out a deep sigh but said nothing. Had she recognized my voice or was she just surprised by my speaking to her for the first time?

      She was lovely sitting there, vulnerable but eager to shed her shy girl self and act on her true desires. Reaching out, I ran my hand over her hair and twirled a lock around my forefinger, stopping next to her ear with a gentle tug. She bit her lower lip and leaned toward my hand, a wince marring her beautiful face to let me know I was hurting her. Unraveling it slowly, I let it fall against her shoulder and leaned in to place a kiss on her cheek to ease the pain.

      "I'm glad to see you came back tonight, Olivia."

      She had to recognize my voice that time. I waited for her to respond, but when she did, there was no sign she knew who the man seducing her was.

      Her voice quiet, she said, "I couldn't stay away if I wanted to. I don't, though."

      I ran my fingertip across her cheek to her mouth and traced the outline of her lips. "I like that. What do you like, Olivia?"

      She hesitated, unsure of her answer, and finally said, "You. I like you."

      I liked her answer so much I wanted to feel those lips that had spoken such sweet words on my lips. Pulling her into my arms, I kissed her hard, not wanting to restrain myself. She softened in my hold, kissing me with a passion I'd only imagined lay beneath that proper businesswoman I saw each day.

      Breaking our kiss, I trailed my lips over the soft skin near her collarbone, planting tiny kisses as I moved my mouth toward the front of her dress. "I like your dress. Tell me, Olivia, would you take it off for me?"

      "Yes."

      "What if I wanted to take it off? Would you let me?"

      "Yes," she said in a breathless voice before she repeated her answer. "Yes."

      Fuck, she was beautiful! So responsive to my touch, she made my cock ache with a mere word. I wanted her right there, my mouth lapping her pussy as she came over and over again, drenching my face with her juices. My cock sliding in and out of her needy cunt, filling her completely as her body gave in to the feelings I created in her.

      I felt myself begin to lose control. Stepping back, I took a deep breath to calm my mind, needing to find some way to get back to that man I'd created so long ago. This was seduction, nothing more. That it would lead to sex was all the better, but that's where it would end.

      Where it had to end.

      Olivia reached out for me, her hands searching for the one who'd so hastily abandoned her. She had no idea why I'd needed to back away. All she knew was that I wasn't there with her anymore.

      "Are you still here?" she whispered in a voice laced with sadness. "Did I do something wrong?"

      I stood watching her as a frown settled into that gorgeous mouth, and I imagined her eyebrows knitting with concern that she'd made a mistake. A lick of regret seared my heart for a moment. Olivia wasn't to blame for the way I was. She shouldn't pay for my being fucked up.

      Stepping forward, I answered her. "I'm here. You did nothing wrong, Olivia."

      The frown disappeared, replaced by a genuine smile that lit up the room, and she tentatively ran her fingertips down the front of my shirt. "What color is this?"

      "Black."

      "Why don't you want me to take my dress off anymore? Is something wrong?"

      I slipped my fingers under the neckline of her dress and eased it off her shoulders to reveal a pink satin bra strap. Bending down, I placed a kiss on her collarbone as I slid the strap down, noticing a red mark where it had rubbed against her tender skin. "Did you buy this bra just for tonight, Olivia?"

      Her cheeks flushed a darker pink color at my question, and she bit her lip as she nodded. God, she was exquisite in her bashfulness. I couldn't remember being around a woman so shy yet so eager to shed her inhibitions. The combination was intoxicating and made me want her all the more.

      Sliding my hand down her side, my thumb grazing her breast, I lifted the bottom of her dress and placed my palm on the top of her thigh just below her hip. A tiny whimper escaped her lips as I trailed a fingertip under her panties. "Tell me, Olivia. Are these pink too?"

      I could have simply looked for myself, but I relished the idea of her admitting how she'd thought about this night enough to want to impress me with a new bra and panties. It had a charm unlike anything I'd experienced in so long that I wanted to make it more important than in reality it was.

      "Yes," she said quietly before pressing her lips together, like she'd said some terrible word she couldn't take back.

      "You're so beautiful. Do you know that?"

      Olivia sat there silent with a look of sadness on her face that made me think she didn't believe me when I said she was beautiful. Was that why she was so timid? I imagined some stupid boy years before telling her redheads weren't beautiful. Some frat boy like Stefan who wouldn't know sexy if it was standing right in front of him casually declaring she wasn't pretty enough or not his type because she wasn't blonde or blue eyed.

      "Do you believe me, Olivia?"

      "Yes."

      With the pad of my thumb, I traced the outline of her bottom lip before I leaned down to run my tongue over the seam of her perfectly full mouth. I imagined that mouth around my cock as she took every inch of me, her brown eyes staring up at me as she sucked me off.

      If I didn't watch myself, I was going to enjoy this little fantasy thing of ours entirely too much.
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      Olivia

      Swallowing hard, I tried to calm the nerves that threatened to overrun me as I sat there listening to Cash talk to me about how beautiful I was. Oh my God, I was in a fantasy room with my boss and one of the owners of Club X, Cassian March!

      When Josie and Erin suggested I take advantage of the fantasy perk of my employment at the club, I never really intended to follow their advice. I mean, living out my fantasies, no matter how tame they may have seemed to others, scared me half to death. I was the type of woman whose mind routinely came up with incredible dreams, but they were just that. Dreams. Nothing more, and certainly not meant to be acted upon. It's just that after the night of the Godivas party when Cash and I sat together in a room just like the one we were in now, I realized if I ever wanted to have even the tiniest chance with a man like him, I had to shed my schoolgirl fears and begin living those dreams instead of just enjoying them alone each night.

      But I'd never thought I'd be acting them out with the very man who filled my fantasies night after night for the past three weeks!

      Cassian March. Tall, dark, and stunning with blue eyes I saw every time I lay my head on my pillow. His voice slid seductively over my skin with each word he spoke, and now he was telling me he thought I was beautiful.

      But why was he here in my fantasy room helping me live out my fantasy of not having control?

      His tongue slowly slid into my mouth to tease mine, making my pussy run wet. The man was driving me insane with desire, and I loved every second of it. I hadn't reserved a gold or platinum level fantasy room, so there would be no sex between us. Part of me felt relief at that. If Cash and I ever made love, I didn't want it to be in a room like this one. Another part of me felt disappointed, though. I wanted him now more than ever and to know that this was just some temporary thing between the two of us that would end as soon as we left this room made me sad.

      "Olivia, tell me what you want."

      His words were a command I was meant to obey, but fear of rejection tore through my brain, making answering impossible. I wanted him. I wanted to feel him as he eased into me while I dug my fingernails into his back. I wanted to experience what it felt like for a man like him to satisfy me like no man had ever done before.

      None of those words happened because of that fear that had always crippled me. Instead, I opened my mouth to speak and nothing came out. God, for once, couldn't I be as brave with a man as I'd always been in every other part of my life?

      "Don't be afraid. Tell me. What's your fantasy?"

      "I…I want to know what it's like to not always have control."

      Cash ran his hands up the outside of my thighs to my waist, leaving a trail of heat where his skin touched my clothes. Even through the fabric, his touch thrilled my body. He leaned in toward me, and I felt his warm breath against my cheek. "No, I mean what do you really want?"

      Even though I couldn't see him looking at me, I felt his stare as he waited to hear what my true fantasy was. Closing my eyes behind the blindfold, I prayed that once the words left my mouth that I wouldn't be left humiliated and alone in that room with only my regret and shame.

      Swallowing hard, I said the truest words I'd ever spoken. "I want to experience what it's like to give myself to someone completely. No fear. No hesitation. No holding back."

      They came out in a rush, like my brain had rehearsed the answer so many times and my mouth and tongue finally rejoiced in the opportunity to say the words out loud. Cash said nothing for what seemed like forever, and I couldn't help but feel utterly foolish. I sat there exposed and vulnerable, my shame growing with each moment that ticked by until I felt like it would smother me. Somehow, even the fact that I couldn't see his reaction made things worse as I was left to imagine the cold look in his eyes as he silently judged me. I was everything I'd ever feared.

      Pathetic.

      Then he spoke and his words made every one of my fears disappear.

      "I want to give that to you. You deserve to feel all that and more, Olivia."

      The way his voice dropped to a deep whisper when he said my name made an ache throb in my lower abdomen like an emptiness existed there that only he could fill. I squeezed my thighs together, but that only made the ache more acute, and an involuntary moan escaped my throat.

      Never before had I been so aroused by merely being in a man's presence. He'd only kissed me a few times that night and said so little, but he could have commanded me to fulfill his wildest dreams at that moment and I would have without hesitation.

      He slipped my bra strap back onto my shoulder and covered it with my dress. Gently, he brushed his lips against mine and whispered, "Our time is up, but I wanted to tell you my favorite color is black. I hope to see you again here, Olivia."

      Pressing his palm to the front of my panties, he slid his finger through the dampness, making me moan as he reached my clit, lingering there far too briefly before he moved his hand away. It was all I could do to stammer out, "Yes," but he was already moving toward the door.

      I heard him turn the door knob and stop as he pulled the door open. Angling my body toward the sound, I heard him say, "And Olivia, don't ever believe you aren't beautiful. There's nothing wrong with you. Don't ever forget that."

      The door closed with a click, and I ripped off my blindfold to look around at the room in an effort to convince myself that it all had really happened. I'd just spent time with the man of my dreams, and he wanted to see me here again.

      I needed to go shopping for a black bra and panties.
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      Josie stood next to me as I stared up at the wall of bras, unsure which one would be the right bra for my next Friday night fantasy date. Date. Yeah, that's how I'd begun to think of my time with Cash on the top floor of Club X. It might not have been exactly correct to call our time together dates, but that's what I was going with.

      I hadn't told Josie or Erin what I'd been up to with Cash, so my sudden interest in lingerie seemed odd, at best. Josie must have been a descendent of some world class detective because we hadn't been in Victoria's Secret not five minutes before she began asking questions.

      "A black bra? That's not really your style, Liv. What's going on?"

      Twisting my face into a disgusted expression, I rolled my eyes. "Thanks for always reminding me that I'm your Well On My Way To Being An Old Maid friend. I can't tell you how much I appreciate it."

      "That's not what I meant, and you know it. It's just that any time a person begins to act out of character, her friends should take notice."

      "Thank you, Miss Marple."

      Josie arched one eyebrow in her usual fashion when I said something she found odd. "Not an Old Maid? Who says Miss Marple these days? If I'm any detective, it's Beckett from Castle."

      "Thanks, Detective Beckett."

      "You're welcome. Now what's up with the new bra? Who's checking out these undergarments?"

      "Undergarments?"

      Josie's gorgeous smile spread across her lips. "I wanted to use a term you'd be familiar with. See? I'm here for you."

      Turning back to face the wall of bras once again, I stared up at the assortment of black ones. Some would give me cleavage a man could get lost in, while others seemed to have tiny details to make any sex partner happy. Or so I imagined since I couldn't figure out why a teardrop shaped faux crystal would be hanging between my boobs.

      "Well, here for you, which one should I pick?"

      Josie looked up at the choices and pointed to one of the deep cleavage bras. "That should make your 34Bs look pretty good. What do you think?"

      "I think I might never see my toes again."

      Her head swiveled left and then right, and she pointed at a black lacy one. "What about that? Lace is very sexy. Just ask Miss Marple with the lace doilies."

      Sighing, I shook my head. "No lace then. Next!"

      Josie leaned in next to me and said in my ear, "I might be more helpful if I knew why this sudden interest in black bras."

      Something inside me made me want to share my secret with someone, so very quietly I said, "I've been meeting Cassian March every Friday night in a fantasy room at Club X."

      "Shut the fuck up!" she announced to everyone within earshot.

      I looked around, horrified that someone might have heard her. A middle-aged mother with her young daughter checking out the table of boy shorts shot me a glaring look, and I gave her my best plaintive apology face. Pulling Josie away behind a rack of yoga pants, I worked to stifle her need to know more about my secret. "Josie! Indoor voice!" I whispered.

      She looked around and said in her lowest voice, "Shut the fuck up. You're fucking Cassian March? Jesus, Liv, when did this happen and why the hell didn't you tell me before?"

      "I took your advice and reserved a fantasy room. Nothing big. I just said I wanted to experience what it was like not to always be in control. It was probably the most boring fantasy request they'd ever seen."

      "Then how the hell did you get that incredible piece of man meat to join you?"

      I shrugged and shook my head. "I don't know. The first night the man who joined me in the room ordered me not to speak and didn't speak to me, so I didn't know who he was. Then last night I showed up expecting whoever he was not to say a word, but when the man spoke, it was Cash. I couldn't believe it."

      "How was he? I have to know if I was right. Please tell me he fucks like a wild stallion. I need to know there are still men out there who know how to take care of a woman."

      "I don't know. We didn't do anything like that."

      "You didn't have sex with him? Why ever not?"

      Sheepishly, I looked away back toward the wall of bras. "He didn't want that, I guess. He never even let on it was him."

      Josie walked around me to look at me with eyes wide with surprise. "And you didn't make a move? Again I ask, why ever not?"

      "I can't change who I fundamentally am, Josie. I reserved the fantasy room to try to be less inhibited, but Rome wasn't built in a day. Anyway, he seems far more interested in toying with me, now that I think about it."

      "Toying with you? What do you mean?"

      "He likes to touch me and talk a little, but nothing else. He hasn't even tried to have sex with me."

      Josie made a face like she was mulling over everything I'd told her. It wasn't the wild sex story she wanted. "So why buy the new bra and panty set?"

      Hesitating for a long moment, I finally admitted the truth. "He told me his favorite color was black."

      I waited for Josie's response, expecting her to read me the feminist riot act and accuse me of being little more than a doormat for a man. Instead, she winked and smiled. "The old Livy would have been too afraid to go out and buy his favorite color bra. I think it's pretty cool that this new you is willing to make that effort, even though you aren't sure where this is going. Looks like Rome is well on its way to being built."

      "Thanks, Josie."

      "I just don't understand one thing. If you knew it was him, why didn't you let him know?"

      "I don't know. I got the feeling he might not want me to know, although I'd know that voice anywhere. He's got to know I know."

      "Then why wouldn't he say so?"

      "I don't know. Maybe he doesn't want to deal with any expectations I might have outside that room we go to."

      I'd tried all last night and all morning not to obsess over that fact, not wanting to believe that our time together meant so little to him. I wanted to think he enjoyed spending those hours with me, even if he didn't want to be with me like that any other time.

      "Do you plan to let him know you know it's him?"

      "I don't know. There's something sexy about neither one of us admitting we're together. Like it's a secret just between us. We both know but say nothing. I guess I'll just have to play it by ear, but I'm reserving another room this Friday. That I do know."

      Josie hugged me tightly and pressed her head to mine. "I'm so loving this Livy Version 2.0, you know that? I say let it ride, and if you get the chance, ride that man like there's no tomorrow."

      "I think I will." Reaching up to grab a black silk bra with deep cleavage action, I dangled it in front of Josie's face. "And just in case Cash decides Friday night is the night, I'll be ready."
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      It was easy to be all bravado in front of Josie, but once I returned to work on Monday, I found walking the walk and talking the talk so much harder. Cash sat in his office, like he always did, and I worked in mine, sure that we'd have to speak at some point in the day. I dreaded the idea of speaking to him and craved it at the same time.

      By four o'clock, I was just about ready to burst from anticipation. I'd always heard people say it's the not knowing that's the worst, and I had to agree with them. All day my mind had been busy creating a million scenarios as to how things would go when we finally spoke, most of which involved him either ignoring me for the rest of the week or worse, acting cold toward me when we finally spoke. Some of the scenarios weren't all bad, though. Every so often, my brain let a romantic idea sneak in among the doomsday ones, and it was those few sweet thoughts that let me stay optimistic.

      He stopped in front of my open office door just before five, and I prepared myself to be cool. I may have been showing that on the outside, but my insides were doing the jiggly Jell-O dance. Straightening papers on my desk unnecessarily, I sat up in my chair and lifted my chin, hoping to project an air of confidence.

      It was all for nothing, though. Instead of coming in to speak to me, he simply turned toward the club and walked away. Disappointed, I sagged in my chair and closed my eyes, exhausted from the not knowing. Perhaps we wouldn't speak again. That seemed normal for a boss and his assistant. Yeah, right.

      "Olivia, is everything all right?"

      He said my name just like he had in the fantasy room, his voice low and husky. It curled around me like a tendril of smoke. After a day of waiting, the sound of it thrilled me instantly. Slowly, I opened my eyes and straightened myself behind my desk. "I'm fine. Thank you. Did you need something?"

      Cash stared at me intently for a moment and then appeared to relax. "No."

      This man, who with just a word could ignite such passion inside me, stood there staring like he was looking right through me and then with a half-hearted smile, turned away and walked back into his office. Rome was burning down around me.

      Worse, by Tuesday afternoon, I'd convinced myself that our time together upstairs meant nothing to him. How could it when he never even told me it was him there with me and then practically avoided me for the next two workdays? It could have been a coincidence that he was either in his office with the door closed or out of the building all Monday and Tuesday. It could be. Or it could mean that he didn't want to deal with me after our last time in the fantasy room and he was avoiding me.

      I couldn't let the memory of that night go, though, so just before I left on Tuesday night, I made the decision that I'd give it one more try—one more night in the fantasy room with Cash. One more opportunity for him to let me know it was him seducing me. Rather than emailing Kane, I marched myself up the stairs to his domain and found the floor entirely empty. Peeking in room after room, I finally saw him in one at the opposite end of the hallway from the room Cash and I met in sitting behind an enormous, old wooden desk. For the first time since I'd met him, Kane looked comfortable and at home in what I assumed was his office. So different than the first floor offices, it reminded me of the kind of place a private detective worked out of in every old movie I'd ever seen. Much smaller than Cash's and mine, it was dimly lit and cluttered with books and papers. The desk sat at the back of the room away from the door, and other than that piece of furniture, there wasn't much else in there but Kane.

      He looked up as I raised my hand to knock on the door, smiling for a moment before his expression turned serious again. "Olivia, what can I do for you?"

      So much larger than his half-brothers, Kane always unnerved me but not in the same way Cash did. With Kane, his intimidation wasn't sexual so much as physical. Everything about him seemed hard from his short, cropped hair, to his sharply angular face and enormous frame. Where Cash was lean and cool, Kane was huge and muscular with almost an ice cold way about him. Both men shared the same stunning crystal blue color of their eyes, but Kane's never softened, at least not around me.

      I stiffened briefly and then blurted out, "I'd like to reserve another room for this Friday."

      "Same as the last two times?" he asked casually as he typed something on his laptop.

      I began to say yes, but then I had a thought. It was now or never to be brave, so I answered, "No. I'd like to do a gold level fantasy, if that's allowed." Embarrassed, I lowered my voice and admitted, "I can't afford it if it's not included in my job benefits, though."

      He stopped typing and looked up from his keyboard, his face impassive. "No, you can choose any level."

      "Okay. Thanks." I turned to head back downstairs and heard him say my name. Stopping short, I turned back. "Yes?"

      "Do you want the same person to join you?"

      He knew. I saw it in those cold eyes of his he knew I was falling for Cash. I nodded and stood waiting for him to ask me something else, but all he did was smile, and for the first time, it reached all the way up to his eyes and they softened as he looked at me.

      I quickly made my way out of the building and out to my car feeling good about my choice. Olivia Version 2.0 was back on track and making progress.
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      Cassian

      For reasons even I couldn't defend, I'd avoided Olivia all week, even after Kane's email letting me know she'd reserved another room but at the gold level for Friday night. To be honest, she was driving me to distraction. I didn't want to think about her so much that I got little work done and laid in bed at night tossing and turning over our time together. It didn't matter, though. This was who I was, or at least who I'd been with Rachel. I'd promised myself I'd never be that preoccupied by another living soul again, and there I was nearly obsessed with Olivia after just two nights together in one of my fantasy rooms.

      Obsessed. Obsession.

      Since Rachel, I'd worked hard to make sure I never became that again. A long line of women I kept around solely for the purpose of sex was supposed to help me avoid becoming this man again. I didn't want to be this way. Who would? What man would want to become so focused on a woman when the ending was never in doubt?

      Rachel had taught me that lesson well. Devoting yourself to one woman—trusting your heart to her even when all the signs said you shouldn't—was a mistake I never wanted to make again. Until Olivia, no woman had given me any reason to doubt I'd be able to keep that promise to myself. Each one came and went as I wished. If I enjoyed their company, they stayed around. If they became too clingy or began to act like they felt anything more than I did, I got away quickly.

      Women to sleep with were plentiful, the way it should be. They gave me what I wanted, and I did the same for them. No harm, no foul. I wined and dined them, and then I fucked them. Money gave me the power to have who I wanted, and power gave me control.

      And control meant I would never again feel the pain of love.

      Now Olivia had invaded my thoughts, taking control of my days and nights. And me.

      After staring at my bedroom ceiling for nearly an hour, I rolled over and looked at my alarm clock. 4:12. I picked up my cell phone and swiped the screen to get to my contacts. Scrolling through name after name, I finally threw the phone on the bed next to me. I didn't want to be with anyone anyway.

      How the hell had Olivia weaved herself into my brain like this? The woman wasn't even my type. Well, that wasn't exactly true. I already loved her reaction to me in our fantasy room. How even my touch brought out a side in her I didn't believe existed underneath that professional woman who worked next to me. Not that I didn't like that part of her too. Olivia was smart, sexy, and gorgeous in ways no woman I'd ever met was.

      I covered my eyes with my forearm and tried to push all that out of my mind. Any other night if I couldn't sleep, I'd just call someone and in a few minutes, insomnia would be a thing of the past, replaced by sex. It may not have been sleep, but at least it was better than staring at the ceiling or counting sheep.

      Or thinking about some woman I shouldn't even dream of touching. Again.

      In less than twenty-four hours, that was exactly what I intended to do. Olivia had upped the ante by reserving a gold fantasy room. She obviously knew it was me and planned on us sleeping together. Every fiber of my being said not to do it. Don't shit where you eat. But for every time that maxim repeated in my head, another chimed in to drown it out.

      She could be the one.

      As if that was something I needed or wanted to hear. There was no such thing as "the one." That was the kind of nonsense romantic comedies traded on to convince women to accept assholes in their lives so they didn't have to remain single. As if being single wasn't the best goddamn part of being an adult.

      I could tell myself all that until I was blue in the face, but the thought that Olivia was something special, someone I should want in my life, just wouldn't go away. That didn't mean I had to act like some mopey lovesick boy. All I needed to do was sleep with her and the man I'd worked so hard to become would kick in. She'd be just another one of my conquests and within a few weeks, she'd be out of my system.

      That's what had worked with every woman since Rachel, so why wouldn't it work now? Rachel. It hadn't necessarily worked with her. But she was different. It took more than just fucking to get a woman like her out of your system, even after she tore your fucking heart out.

      I squeezed my eyes tightly and tried to push out the thoughts I knew were about to parade through my mind, but it was no use. They were there to stay just like they'd been for nearly five years. I'd tried to drink them away. I'd tried to fuck them away. Nothing worked. They were always right there in my brain making sure I never forgot what happened the one time I trusted another person.

      My father, the quintessential player, would have a field day with me about this if he was still alive. Married to my mother for nearly twenty years, he fucked around more than any man I'd ever heard of. Fuck, even at the rate Stefan was going, he might never reach my father. Kane's mother was just one of possibly dozens of women he slept with. I remembered catching him with one of them, some cheap waitress at one of his restaurants who thought he was her dream man come to rescue her from a life of drudgery and too little pay. Little did she realize he was just a cheating bastard who believed having a cock gave him carte blanche to sleep with as many woman as he could before he died.

      She'd found out like all the rest of them that they were there for his pleasure alone. What they wanted or needed was irrelevant. I'd always admired my father for his ability to have whatever he wanted. That kind of power impressed me growing up. My mother never left him for his cheating, so I thought that's what being a man meant.

      Then I met Rachel and my entire world turned upside down. Nineteen and wealthier than I should have been to stay out of trouble, I fell hard for her. Drop dead gorgeous, smart, and manipulative as all fucking hell, I saw nothing but an angel sent from heaven when I looked at her. Long black hair, eyes as dark as onyx, and a desire to please me unlike any other female I'd ever met seduced me to believe she was the one for me.

      And for a while she was. Against everyone's advice, I married her a month before I turned twenty-one. She was twenty-four and in love with me. Or so I thought. While I lived each day for her, she had other plans. By the time I realized her idea of love was closer to my father's than mine, it was too late.

      I swore that night I found out the truth of who she really was I'd never spend another second thinking about anyone's needs and desires but mine ever again. I'd lived my life by that basic principle, fulfilling my wants and not worrying about others. My cock was happy, and I enjoyed everything life had to offer.

      And then Olivia showed up and all those feelings I'd pushed down for so long were back in full force. Nothing like Rachel, she somehow had gotten under my skin and made me want to know her. I never wanted to know any woman any more than how their cunts and mouths felt around my cock. Now that had all changed.

      I dreaded the thought of becoming that Cassian again. That man let himself be distracted once and paid dearly for his mistake. Who was I kidding? I was still paying for it and would for a long time coming.

      Reaching across the bed, I grabbed my phone and went back to scrolling through my contacts. Cheri. Rachel. Trina. Stopping on Trina's name, I tapped on the picture of her lying naked and spread-eagled across her bed and lifted the phone to my ear. She answered seconds later without a trace of sleepiness in her sultry phone sex voice.

      "Cassian March, what's new?"

      Stretching my legs, I closed my eyes and let the memory of my last time with Trina run through my mind. Long black hair, perfect tits, and an ass meant to be backed up against a man, she was one hell of a lay. Perfect for what I needed to forget Olivia.

      "Trina, just the woman I need tonight."

      "Really? You at your place? I can be there in ten."

      "Come on over. I'm up."

      Moaning into the phone, she purred, "I bet you are. See you in a few."

      Throwing the phone back onto the bed, I ran my hand down the front of my silk pajama pants, cupping my already hard cock. With any luck, Trina would do the trick. If not, then maybe I'd have to step up my efforts to get Olivia out of my system.
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      "TGIF, big brother! You doing anything interesting tonight?" Stefan asked as he barged into my office and sat down in front of my desk at seven o'clock on Friday night. He had a twinkle in his eye, which told me he thought he was being clever or he'd just gotten laid.

      God above, please let it be that he's just being clever.

      Crossing my arms, I stared across my desk at his grinning face. "Nothing that would concern you. Shouldn't you be out on the floor getting ready?"

      "I have time. I just thought I'd stop in and see my favorite big brother."

      "Favorite? You and Kane on the outs again?"

      Stefan threw back his head and laughed. "No, but he's only my half big brother. Not blood like us, Cash."

      I leveled my gaze on him, suspicious of his motives. Something was going on. "We all have the same father, Stef. We're all blood. So what do you want?"

      He licked his lips like an animal about to feast on prey he'd just killed. "A little birdy told me something interesting and I just thought I'd see how true it is."

      I hated when he was like this. It made being civil to him almost impossible. In fact, it made me want to knock the annoying fuck right on his ass. Rolling my eyes, I turned back to my laptop. "I don't have time for your games, baby brother. Whatever you heard likely isn't true, and even if it is, it's likely none of your business."

      My dismissal of him didn't work. Intent on irritating me, he continued. "I hear that one of my brothers has a new woman in his life."

      Attempting to remain cool, I shot him a look intended to make him think I didn't care, but my fingers stilled on my keyboard at what I knew was a reference to Olivia. "Nice to see Kane getting out. I wouldn't fuck with him and whatever woman he has in his life now. If he doesn't kick your nosy ass, she likely will."

      Stefan laughed again, this time even louder. "As much as the idea of Kane's possible girlfriend scares the hell out of me, it's not that brother I'm talking about. I can't believe you'd keep this a secret from me, Cash. I thought we were closer than that."

      I stared at him in amazement. Closer than that? And fucking Kane gossiping to Stefan like some kind of schoolgirl. I thought I could trust him. "There's nothing to tell, Stefan. Drop it, and tell Kane to drop it too."

      "What's Kane have to do with this?"

      Turning away from my computer, I folded my arms across my chest and shot my younger brother a look of disgust. "He's the one who told you, isn't he?"

      "No. Rachel told me the other day at the gym. So who is this mystery woman?"

      A surge of rage coursed through my veins at the thought of my ex and my brother gossiping about my personal business. And fucking Rachel! Why I ever thought I could trust that conniving bitch was beyond me.

      "Go away, Stefan, and don't spend your time believing what my ex has to say," I bit out, barely able to contain my anger at the two of them.

      He stood and took a step toward the door before turning around. "I didn't mean anything bad by that, Cash. I just wondered."

      "I've told you before, little brother. Don't stick your nose in my business, unless you want to endanger what you have here."

      I turned away from Stefan, not wanting him to see how furious I was about him and Rachel going behind my back once again. He closed the door, and I slammed my hand down on the top of my desk. Fucking bitch! And she wondered why I'd never forgiven her.

      

      At midnight, I left my office and scanned the club for any sight of Stefan. I didn't need him ruining Olivia's fantasy, regardless of how I felt about her. I saw him pawing up one of the bartenders behind the bar at the far end of the club, so I quickly headed up the stairs toward the room I knew Olivia would be waiting in, still angry about Stefan's visit hours before. As if our being blood meant a fucking thing to him. He'd betray me again in a heartbeat, but this time if he did, Olivia could be the one to get hurt.

      Kane stood at the top of the stairs at his usual perch watching all the action in his area. I had to give it to him. The guy had every chance to fuck dozens of women every night, yet he never did anything to endanger us or the club's reputation. I could trust my half-brother more than the one I'd grown up with.

      "Nice to see you again, Cash. It is Friday, though, so not a total surprise." He lowered his voice to a whisper and leaned forward toward me. "By the way, Stefan knows you've been seeing someone. He spent two hours earlier tonight pumping me for information. I didn't tell him anything."

      "Thanks, Kane. What room is she in?" I asked, consciously sidestepping any discussion of Stefan and his childish antics.

      "Halfway down on the right. You'll see the gold emblem on the door."

      Nodding, I left him and headed toward Olivia, strangely needing to see her again like this. After hours of insomnia focused on her, I'd tried to fuck her out of my mind with Trina, but it hadn't worked. All that happened was I had sex with someone as I pretended it was her.

      Maybe it was time to admit I wasn't going to get this woman out of my head until I slept with her. It had worked with every other woman after Rachel, so why wouldn't it work with this one? Once she admitted she knew it was me there with her, I'd make my move tonight. If I didn't, I was never going to shake her.

      I entered the room and found Olivia there sitting silently on the chair with her blindfold on. Instead of the black skirt and beige blouse I'd seen her in all day, she wore a blue sundress and looked innocent and gentle waiting for me. She turned her head toward me as the door clicked closed but said nothing as I approached her.

      "Hello, Olivia," I said quietly as stepped next to her.

      "Hello," she whispered breathlessly.

      "I'm sorry I'm late."

      She lifted her hand to touch my shirt and traced the outline of a single button. Lowering her head, she said quietly, "I thought you might not come tonight."

      I took her hand in mine and raised it to my lips. Kissing her fingertips, I watched her bite her lower lip as my tongue grazed her skin. "Tell me what you want, Olivia."

      Under her blindfold, her brows knitted. As she sat silently, a frown marred her beautiful mouth. I needed to hear her tell me what she wanted and let me know she knew who was seducing her.

      Finally, she sighed deeply and answered in a tentative voice that hit me deep inside in a place I thought I'd hidden away forever. "I want you."

      All I had to do was fuck her and all these things that made her so appealing—so charming that I wanted to let myself be someone who could let her in—all of it would disappear. She'd become just another in the long line of women I kept at arm's length, around when I wanted them and absent when I didn't. It was all so simple.

      Then why the fuck was I standing there wanting to take her in my arms and make love to her like someone who truly cared?

      "I can give you what you want. All you need to do is let yourself go, Olivia. Can you let yourself go and enjoy this thing between us?"

      "Yes."

      "I want you, Olivia. I want to see you tremble with need as I devour you. I'm going to fuck you so good you won't be able to walk after I'm done with you."

      "Yes," she said, her voice full of desire as I leaned in to brush my lips against her ear.

      "If I slide my hand under that pretty dress, will my fingers get wet with your juices?"

      She whimpered and squeezed her thighs together to ease an ache I knew existed between them. All I had to do was take my cock out and I could have her right there. She was primed.

      Her mouth searched for mine, slanting over my lips when she found them. Eagerly, her tongue slid against mine, and I imagined how incredible it would feel moving up and down my cock, her head bobbing sweetly as she sucked me off. I held the back of her head and fisted her hair in my hand, tugging roughly even as she mewed her need into my mouth.

      I wanted her. And as much as I hated to admit it, I needed her. I needed her in my bed. In my life.

      Olivia's hands burrowed under my shirt, her nails dragging against my chest as she worked to remove the fabric separating the two of us. The shy girl had blossomed into a woman who knew what she wanted. Her hand slid inside my pants and palmed my cock as she sucked the tip of my tongue in a preview of what I knew those lips would feel like wrapped around me.

      But still she hadn't told me she knew it was me. She needed to show me she knew. I'd give her one more chance. Breaking our kiss, I leaned back away from her and watched her beautiful face register her confusion. All she had to do was say my name.

      "Olivia…"

      She moved her hands to touch me, but I was just out of her reach as I waited for her to say the one word I needed to hear. Instead, she said, "Please…"

      I left her sitting there, still waiting to hear my name as I closed the door behind me.
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      Olivia

      The pain of rejection still stung the next morning as I lay in bed going over every moment of my time with Cash, inside and outside that fantasy room. What had I done wrong? Why did he leave me sitting there just as we were about to finally get together?

      That man was going to drive me mad.

      I heard a pounding on my front door, so I dragged myself from the bed to find Josie and Erin standing in the hallway staring at me with expectant faces. "Where's the fire?"

      The two of them pushed past me into my living room and took their places on my sofa. I trudged back in, knowing why they were there. Erin stared at me, obviously waiting for me to say something. I looked around, unsure of what to say, until Josie finally spoke up. "We're here to find out what happened last night. We want the details, and we're not leaving until we get them."

      Just as I'd thought. I slunk over to the chair and plopped down onto it. "Nothing. Not a damn thing happened, unless you're a fan of some sexy talk and being left hanging."

      "What the fuck? I'm beginning not to like Cassian March much," Josie said with a sneer.

      Erin reached over to squeeze my arm. "Are you okay, honey?"

      "I'm fine. He didn't hurt me or anything like that. I guess I just was hoping he'd want me like I want him."

      "Sweetie, you sound horrible. I hate hearing you like this. I feel a little guilty too since we egged you on to do this," Josie added.

      "It's not a big deal, guys."

      Their silence as they looked at me with sad eyes made me feel even worse. The new Olivia was just as lame as the old Olivia. Olivia 2.0 had failed miserably in beta testing.

      "Liv, it is a big deal, not because of him but because of you," Josie said as she stood and began to pace.

      I'd seen her do this before when she was trying to unravel a problem in her mind. Part of me wished she would be able to figure this out so I wouldn't feel so awful about being left high and dry. At least if I could blame it all on something other than being a woman he just didn't want I could feel better.

      "You shouldn't feel like this is about you, honey," Josie continued.

      "How is it not about me? I took a chance and put myself out there only to be handed a big fat rejection. Sounds like it's all about me."

      "He's probably got some baggage you don't know about," Erin said in her usual sweet way. "You know, like he can only be with women who don't intimidate him. That's probably it."

      That didn't make me feel any better. I'd spent my entire dating life dealing with the fragile male ego, unsure if I should let boyfriends win at everything from poker to friendly games of softball, so to find out that a man like Cash only wanted some weak thing to hang on his arm would make me feel like there was no chance at any happiness for someone like me.

      "I've seen the women he takes out in public, Liv. They're gorgeous, like you, but other than that, they're nobody big in business or law or any other career."

      Josie's description of Cash's other women as gorgeous didn't help either. I knew, like everyone else, that there were different types of gorgeous. There was gorgeous your friends said you were, and then there was real gorgeous—the kind that made men fall at a woman's feet.

      My feet had never had any attention paid to them.

      "So what are you guys saying? I should only put myself out there with men who have no problem with smart women? You might have wanted to mention that before you got me all gung ho on the idea of a fantasy room."

      Erin hung her head and quietly said, "In my defense, I never realized you were going for your boss. I just thought you'd have a good time and shed some of your inhibitions. I never would have told you to risk your job."

      And there it was, the real problem. I hadn't even thought of that before. I'd been spending all my time nursing my bruised ego when I should have been concerned about losing my job. Fanfuckingtastic.

      Josie stopped her pacing across the room and pointed at Erin and me. "Oh, don't even go there. I will get you the finest sexual harassment attorney on the East coast and when he's done with the March brothers, you'll be the owner of Club X. I hear one peep about you losing your job, I'll be on this like white on rice."

      I lifted my hand to calm her down. "Relax. Nobody's losing anything. The only harm here is to my ego. I never even let on that I knew it was him."

      Erin narrowed her eyes. "Are you saying you never let him know you knew, Liv?"

      "Yeah."

      "Why?"

      "What does it matter?" Josie interjected impatiently as she made her pass by us.

      Turning to face Josie as she walked toward the window, Erin said, "It matters because the male ego is fragile. What man wants to think a woman can't even recognize his voice as he's standing there seducing her?"

      "He must have known she knew, Erin. The man's not an idiot."

      "But Josie, can't you see? He shows up week after week and she never even lets on that she knows the man there with her is the very man she works with every day. That's got to bug him."

      "It doesn't matter anyway, guys. He proved he wasn't interested, and that's that."

      "I disagree, Liv. I don't think that proves anything."

      I looked in amazement at Erin. "Are you suggesting this is my fault?"

      "No, not really. What I'm saying is that you may not be seeing the real picture. What if all the guy was looking for was some recognition that he was the one getting you all hot and bothered and all you made it look like was you were into some stranger whose voice you didn't even recognize? I'm just thinking we should try to put ourselves in his place."

      Josie began arguing the case against Cash in her usual dogged fashion and pacing even more determinedly, but as Erin's words sunk in, I began to think I'd played this thing with Cash all wrong.

      "I never considered that. At first, I didn't show him I knew who he was because I was so surprised, but then as it kept going, I didn't know how to bring it up. My fear of rejection mixed with my insecurity over the whole thing added up to me just never saying anything."

      "Liv, I say give him one more chance and let him know you know. Reserve another room and see what happens. If after you show him you know it's him he's still not into you, then fine. His loss. But I think you have to give him a chance."

      Erin's suggestion sounded like the scariest thing I'd ever heard. Give him another chance to reject me? Was I a masochist now?

      "I don't know. I don't think I can handle him knowing I know and still not wanting me," I said quietly as her idea settled into my brain.

      "I agree," Josie chimed in as she took her seat on the couch. "Why give him another opportunity to be a dick? I say walk away."

      "But you were the one who told me to take the chance with him. Now I'm just supposed to give up?"

      Neither of my friends said anything for a long time, but finally Josie answered, "I just don't want to see you get hurt, Liv. What if he's playing some kind of game?"

      I looked over at Erin, hoping for some counterbalance to Josie's natural suspicious nature. "Nothing to add?"

      She shook her head. "I still stand by my hopeful suggestion. Give him one more chance and let him know, but I will add this. If you like him, I think you have to take the chance. The question is, do you like him?"

      Looking away, I avoided their gazes as I admitted the truth. "I do like him. It's been a long time since anyone has made me want them as much as Cash. I liked how I felt when we were in the fantasy room. I'd like to see if we can be that outside Club X."

      "Then there's your answer. I think even our resident cynic here would agree. Go for it!"

      Josie scowled at being called a cynic, but Erin was right about her and my situation. "Okay, I'll give him one more chance, but I'm not waiting until next Friday. I'm sure Kane tells him when I reserve a room, so I'm going to get one for Monday night. Olivia Version 2.0 might be braver, but she's impatient."

      "Now that makes me happy," Josie said as she elbowed Erin. "At least if she's going to do it, she's going to do it on her timetable."

      I reached over to grab my laptop and logged into my work email. Typing an email to Kane, I let him know I wanted to reserve a gold level fantasy room with the same man at midnight on Monday. Then I clicked Send, and that was that. Now the ball was in Cash's court or soon would be.

      Looking up at my friends, I pressed a smile onto my lips even as my insides began to shake from the real fear that Cash really wasn't that into me. "There. It's done."

      Josie steepled her fingers and cocked one perfect eyebrow. "Now we wait."

      "Thanks for the evil villain thing there," I joked.

      "How long does it usually take for Kane to confirm a reservation?" Erin asked.

      I looked down at my work email and clicked refresh, sure that he wasn't even awake at that time on a Saturday. "Not long, but he keeps much later hours than I do. He probably just got to bed a couple hours ago."

      "Sounds sexy. I need to find a man like that instead of the workaholics I keep dating," Josie said. "He's the scary brother, right? I could handle scary, don't you think?"

      "I'd be more worried about him," I said with a chuckle. "All joking aside, now that he doesn't scare the hell out of me every time I see him, I sort of can see what someone would find attractive about Kane. He's got a dark thing about him."

      As Erin began asking for more details on Kane, my email dinged and I looked to see his reply.  "I was wrong. He's already emailed back. Here's what he has to say. 'Monday night is confirmed for a gold room with all the same components. Reserved for midnight in Room 12. Please follow the same instructions as always.'"

      "He's as personal as my credit card company when they explain why they're raising my interest rate, Liv. Does it always sound like that?"

      I nodded at Josie's question. "Yeah. Nothing new there. I'm just surprised he replied so soon."

      "It's a sign. I say it's a good sign," Erin said in her chipper voice.

      "Let's hope so." I steepled my fingers and grinned. "Now we wait."
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      I'd never worked late on a Monday night, so I was surprised at how many people actually partied at Club X on the first working day of the week. I'd obviously been missing out on a lot of life. Cash and Stefan had been out of the club all day, only showing up in time for the crowds to appear. I tried to get a sense of Cash, but other than being professional and friendly, I couldn't get a vibe from him.

      Just before midnight, I poked my head into his office and found him sitting behind his desk wearing a serious expression. He looked up at me and smiled. "Decided to work the late shift tonight?"

      "I did. I have plans tonight, so it worked out."

      I watched for any change in his expression, but I saw none. That didn't mean anything, though. It's not like he was anything but cool in the office on most days, so I tried not to read anything into it.

      "Have a nice night, Olivia."

      "Thanks! See you later."

      As I made my way upstairs through the crowds dancing to the techno music, I worked to still my jitters about what I was about to do. It was a big step, but Erin was right. I had to take this chance. I flashed a smile at Kane as I passed him at the top of the stairs and headed to my assigned fantasy room. I'd chosen a very informal sundress for work that day, so all I had to do was tie the blindfold around my head and wait.

      Like every other night, my other senses kicked into overdrive once my vision was taken away. Each creak of the floor outside in the hallway put me on edge as I wondered if the noise signaled Cash's arrival. Wiping my sweaty hands on my thighs, I tried to remain calm even as the reality that it was all going to be laid on the line in just minutes hung over my head.

      I took a deep breath and let it out. I could do this.

      The sound of the door opening made my heart pound, and I sat up straight on the chair, ready for him. He closed the door, and I quickly licked my dry lips, hoping my nervousness didn't leave me with cottonmouth.

      I sensed him standing in front of me and took the initiative. It was now or never, but I wanted him to see my eyes when I spoke to him. Sliding the blindfold off my face, I stared in amazement at the man looking down at me.

      "Where is Cash?"

      "He's not coming."

      Leaping off the chair, I angrily threw the blindfold on the couch. "Kane, what the hell is going on? I said I wanted the same person, so why isn't he here?"

      Kane simply stared at me, his blue eyes hard. "I don't know, Olivia. I just know he said he wasn't coming."

      I couldn't decide if I was hurt, humiliated, or angry. They all mixed together inside me like some emotional stew. Whatever I was feeling, I wanted some damn answers. I deserved better than having his half-brother give me some vague bullshit answer. If Cash didn't want to do this anymore, he damn well better be prepared to tell me himself.

      As I stormed down to the first floor, my brain filled with what I wanted to say to him. Who the fuck did he think he was? I wasn't some bimbo plaything he could just throw aside when things got too real. If he didn't want me, he was going to have to be a man about it and tell me to my face.

      The crowd nearly parted as I walked through the nightclub. I imagined my expression told people to get the fuck out of my way, but I didn't care. Hell hath no fury like a woman who wanted answers!

      I knocked on his office door and didn't even wait for him to invite me in. Throwing the door open, I saw him sitting in front of his laptop as he had been earlier, like leaving me waiting up there in that fantasy room was perfectly okay. I marched up to the front of his desk, placed my palms on the glass top, and when he turned to look at me, stared straight into his eyes. "What the fuck is your problem?"

      His eyes flashed emotion for the briefest moment—anger or maybe confusion—and then he was calm again. "Excuse me?"

      Leaning toward him, I said even louder, "Excuse me nothing. There's no excuse for what you did."

      "Oh, so now you admit you knew it was me all along."

      His statement surprised me, and I stood up to my full height, folding my arms across my chest. "So that's what this is about? Is this a punishment because I didn't show you I knew?"

      Cash calmly closed his laptop and pushed his chair back away from his desk. "I don't want to have this conversation, Olivia."

      My blood pressure soared, and I felt my heartbeat hammering in my ears. "So that's it? You decide you don't want to tell me what the fuck tonight was about and I'm supposed to be okay with that?"

      "You wanted to feel what it was like to not be in control all the time, so no, you don't get to demand any answers from me."

      I stood staring at him, stunned at how cold he seemed compared to the man I'd grown to respect at work and the one who'd driven me half out of my mind with desire in our private room. "Are you kidding?"

      He stood from his chair and straightened the knot in his black silk tie. "I simply decided I didn't want to continue our time together."

      "And that's it? Don't fucking pretend that you didn't enjoy our time together, as you call it."

      Cash appeared to consider my words for a moment before he returned to fiddling with his damn tie. Brushing a piece of lint off it, he said, "I don't deny that I enjoyed it. I simply decided I didn't want to continue it."

      "You're an asshole, you know that? You knew I liked you, and still you left me sitting there tonight and had your brother tell me you weren't showing up."

      I felt tears building up inside me from the anger I couldn't seem to express well enough. His icy answers stopped me dead in my tracks, leaving me unable to tell him exactly how shitty he'd treated me. I watched for any reaction to my words, but all he did was brush off his fucking tie.

      "Look at me! Stop fiddling around with your goddamned tie! Is this how you are to people you care about? I know you were into me. I know you liked spending time with me. I'm not stupid, Cash. I may be shy, but I know when someone likes me. Why are you acting like this?"

      He looked up from his tie and those stunning blue eyes of his stared directly into mine. "You seem to know my name well enough now, Olivia."

      "Don't do this. If I did something to offend you, I didn't mean to. That doesn't mean I deserved to be humiliated upstairs."

      Cash ran his hand through his short hair and took a deep breath, as if he was working to keep himself calm. I didn't want him calm. I wanted to know how a man who could be so bothered by me not admitting it was him there with me in that fantasy room could be so cold to me now.

      "Good night, Olivia."

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            12

          

        

      

    

    
      Olivia

      I wasn't going to let it drop like that. As he stood there behind his desk, I marched around it to stand right in front of him. I wasn't sure what to do next, but I wasn't going to let this go.

      "No! I want an answer from you. I know you wanted me like I wanted you, so why are you acting like this?"

      He stared down at me with a look that was ice cold and searing hot at the same time. I felt the heat coming off him and knew whatever he was saying wasn't how he truly felt. Moving closer to him, I lowered my voice. "Cash, I just want to understand what's going on."

      "I don't think that's what you really want, Olivia." He stepped forward, his chest brushing against my breasts making my nipples squeeze into hardened peaks. Lifting his arm, he pressed his palm against the wall, trapping me, and looked down. "So what do you really want, Olivia?"

      "I'm not doing this little show for you. You want me to tell you I want you so you can throw it back in my face because I didn't let you know I knew it was you there with me."

      My hands shook at my side as he continued to stare down at me so intently. A tiny lick of fear flickered in the back of my brain at the chance that I didn't know Cassian March as well as I thought I did. I'd always seen him as a calm, almost cool person, not easily ruffled, but maybe that controlled façade was just that—a façade meant to hide something far more violent that lived inside him.

      The problem was that even as I shook in fear at what might happen next, part of me had never been more turned on by any other man. I waited for him to react to my refusal to play along like we were still in the fantasy room, unsure what to do but knowing I wanted him more than ever.

      "So instead of just going after what you want, you're going to stand there like a little girl angry that you don't get what you want. Is that it, Olivia?"

      "Fuck you! Fuck you and your games. I should have just trusted my instincts about you."

      He stepped closer, his body pressing full against mine, but never broke his stare into my eyes. Low and deep, he asked, "And what did those instincts tell you?"

      My defensiveness kicked into high gear and before I could stop them, the words I knew would hurt him most tumbled out of my mouth. "That the only March who could ever show me a good time is Stefan."

      I turned to look away, but I was too slow. His expression morphed into one so full of anger that I instinctively moved to run. He grabbed my arms and pushed me back against the wall as his leg pressed into my thighs just above my knee. In a voice so low I barely heard it, he said, "Then you should have played your game with him, little girl."

      Every way I turned, I saw his face. It was the face of betrayal, and I'd done that. I didn't mean to. I'd just lashed out without thinking and before I knew it, those horrible words had come out. Instantly feeling awful, I quietly stammered, "I'm…I'm sorry. I didn't mean…"

      "I know what you meant," he bit out. "And you were wrong."

      He released his hold on my arms and backed away like I disgusted him. All at once, my fear turned to disappointment at myself and the entire situation. I hadn't wanted this to turn out this way. Suddenly feeling alone even as he stood there in front of me, I reached out and grazed his shirt sleeve with my fingertips, hoping to stop him from leaving.

      My touch surprised him, and he looked up at me with eyes so full of intensity I had to believe he cared and there was a chance I could make up for what I'd said. If I didn't do something now, he'd leave and we might never know if there could have been something between us. So I stepped toward him and before I could chicken out, I kissed him full on the lips. It was crazy and stupid and I'd never felt more vulnerable. If this was never going to be anything real between us, at least I'd be able to say I'd conquered my fears and done everything I could to make this happen.

      His lips hardened against mine as he fought kissing me, but gradually they softened and he kissed me with a passion he'd never shown me in our fantasy room. I felt like I was burning up as his mouth devoured mine, like at any moment the two of us would be consumed by our desires if we kept this up.

      But I didn't want to stop, and if the way his tongue slid over mine was any indication, he didn't want to stop either. My hand clung to the back of his neck, desperate to have him closer. His cologne filled my nose, a powerful male scent that added another layer of need to my desire. He was sensory overload, taking my mind and body to a level I wasn't sure I knew how to handle.

      He pushed his hips forward, thrusting so his cock pressed long and hard against the front of my dress. I wanted to feel him—feel his skin against mine instead of through the barrier of our clothing. I knew it might look eager, but I angled my hips upward like he was fucking me, needy for some release after everything I'd felt that night.

      "Olivia…" His voice was thick with passion and the promise of more. I wanted more. I wanted it all.

      My core clenched at the thought of actually having more from Cash. Just kissing, he overwhelmed me, nearly taking my breath away. He intimidated me and enthralled me, all at the same time. Outside his office door, the rhythm of the music pounded like the beat of my heart, each moment faster and faster as we shared this moment together.

      He directed me toward the conference room behind his office, never once breaking his kiss. As the realization of what was about to happen settled into my brain, I opened my eyes to see the man I was about to sleep with. I needed to see he wasn't that cold fuck anymore but the sensual man who'd thrilled me every Friday for the past month.

      Cash stopped moving as we entered the other room, and for a moment I worried whatever magical something I'd thought we shared was all in my mind. Crestfallen and confused at the change in momentum, I saw instead that he hadn't stopped to reconsider but to begin undressing. He looked at me seductively with those gorgeous blue eyes as he loosened his tie, sliding it from around his neck before he threw it over one of the high backed chairs that ringed the long, mahogany conference table. My eyes followed it and watched as the black silk tie slid like it was in slow motion down the back of the black leather chair.

      He spoke, drawing my attention back to him as he stood there unbuttoning his sapphire blue dress shirt. "Are we still playing the game we started upstairs, Olivia?"

      I didn't know how to answer him. This had never been a game to me. At first, it had just been to prove to myself and the girls that I wasn't as boring as they thought—that I could be that sexy woman I'd always wanted to be. Then once I knew it was Cash, our time together began to truly fulfill my fantasy about him. He was sexy and irresistible, the gorgeous public face of the most exclusive club in town, and in that fantasy room, he wanted me, shy and inexperienced Olivia.

      Now, I didn't know what this was to either of us. To him, it was likely just another night of sex which he likely had more often than I changed my underwear. To me…to me it was more. I was probably the world's biggest fool, but I wanted it to be the beginning of something bigger than just great sex.

      He shrugged out of his shirt, revealing a muscular body filled with tattoos. For a moment, I stood there in shock, amazed that the straight-laced and serious businessman who sat behind that glass desk in his minimalist office hid a totally different person under those tailored dress shirts and thousand dollar suits he wore. His left arm was covered from his shoulder down to his elbow with an intricate dragon in hues of dark and light green with gold eyes, and it looked like another design had been outlined on his right bicep. Visually stunning, those tattoos were nothing compared to the one that stretched in an arc across his broad chest. Black and red letters spelled out the words LUCK HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH IT. I wasn't sure I'd ever seen a more perfectly chosen tattoo on anyone.

      I couldn't help but stare, not only at the tattoos and his pierced right nipple but also at how stunning his body was. I'd only ever seen him fully dressed in a suit and tie, and even upstairs as I ran my hands over him in the darkness of that blindfold, I never could have imagined him being so well-built. My eyes traveled down from his toned pecs to a set of abs honed washboard perfect and cut hipbones angling down toward the bulge that still remained hidden beneath his pants.

      By the time I realized I hadn't answered his question, he wore nothing from the waist up and was slowly sliding his belt from around his waist. My mind reeling, I mumbled, "No game," as I stood on wobbly legs not sure what to do next. He'd upended all my bravado the moment he'd taken off his shirt and showed me he wasn't that stern March brother, gorgeous but all business. That man had seemed somewhere close to my league. Now as I stared in adulation at the man who stood in front of me, I knew Cassian March was so far out of my league I wasn't even sure we played by the same rules.

      Hell, I wasn't even sure we played the same game.

      "I like the way you're looking at me, Olivia."

      "Why do you say my name all the time?" I asked, immediately feeling awkward as he stepped close to me, running his fingertips over my shoulders.

      "Because there's no sweeter sound to the human ear than the sound of one's name."

      Jesus, why did everything he said seem so effortlessly sexy? As I stared up at him, unsure of what to say to that, he dipped his head and placed a soft kiss just below my ear. Closing my eyes, I tried to let myself enjoy this moment, but the reality that I didn't know what to do with someone like Cash wouldn't leave my mind.

      Sensing my fear, he trailed his tongue up to the shell of my ear and whispered, "Relax."

      "I don't…I think…" I wanted to stop, to say that I wasn't the type of woman for him, but all I could do was stammer those few words out.

      He lifted his head and cradled my face in his hands. Looking down into my eyes with a gaze so sure, he smiled. "We both need this, maybe even more than we want it."

      "But what about work and…and…everything else?" I asked in meek protest, my insecurities raging.

      "Don't worry. I promise I won't fire you. Everything else means nothing. Unless I'm not the man you want?"

      "No! That's not what I meant at all." Was it possible he wasn't as confident as I thought?

      He slowly ran his tongue along the seam of his lips and smiled. "Then relax, Olivia, because you're the woman I want."

      Something in the way he said those words eased whatever doubts lingered inside my brain, and I let a feeling of genuine anticipation take me over. I wanted to know what it felt to sleep with this man. I wanted to believe whatever else I was, I could be that sexy woman with him.

      His mouth covered mine in a kiss so sensual it felt like a jolt traveled straight from his tongue to between my legs. From that moment, I was lost. Whatever he wanted, I'd give him. I felt his fingers gently tug my dress off my shoulders and then his strong hands were cupping my breasts. He gently rolled my nipple between his thumb and forefinger, sending waves of pleasure through me. Pushing the dress down my body, I stepped out of it as it hit the floor, barely conscious of the fact that I stood there in just panties and pumps.

      Everywhere his fingers touched excited me. I wanted to feel them on the most sensitive parts of my body, bringing me to that sweet edge and over it as I came.

      I reached out to touch him, dying to feel what hung between his legs. I'd fantasized about that part of him since the first day I walked into his club, never truly believing I'd find out what he felt like inside me. Tugging his zipper down, I brazenly reached my hand in to gently squeeze his cock in my hand, amazed by its size as I began to stroke him from root to tip. Thick and hot against my palm, he was harder and bigger than any man I'd ever slept with.

      "Mmmmm…don't stop," he whispered as the thought of his size began to make me slow my strokes just as my hand touched the swollen tip. "Right there, baby."

      Cash buried his hands in my hair, pulling me to him, and I heard him groan again as my thumb grazed the spot just below the head of his cock. He was rock hard yet so silky in my hand, and with each ragged moan I grew more and more confident. There he was standing in front of me loving what I was making him feel.

      His mouth crushed against mine, and he thrust his tongue into my mouth like it was his to do with as he pleased. Whatever control I thought I had evaporated in a fleeting moment as he transformed from a man receiving pleasure to one taking what he desired. He was intoxicating, and I couldn't get enough of him.

      Pushing a chair out of the way, Cash backed me up until I felt the edge of the conference table against the back of my thighs. He wrapped his hands around my waist and picked me up, easing me back onto the cool surface of the polished wood table. My legs hung off the end, rather indelicately leaving me wide open as he remained standing. I looked up at him, hoping he'd soon save me from this embarrassing position.

      He unbuttoned his pants and let them drop, revealing no boxers or briefs underneath. Feeling awkward, I instinctively joked, "Commando? I would've never guessed."

      I received a smile and moan in return for my moment of humor. "Come here," he groaned as he tugged me toward him. I slid down the table until I felt the crown of his cock press full against my opening. A tiny whimper escaped from my throat at the feel of its thickness. Cash simply smiled and slowly ran his hand up my thigh to stroke my needy clit.

      "Relax. You look so beautiful lying there. Let yourself go, Olivia. You're ready."

      To prove that to me, he slid his finger inside me with long, slow strokes that sent waves of pleasure tearing through me. I hadn't been touched there in so long I wasn't sure I wouldn't come just from his delicious finger fucking me.

      "So fucking tight. God, I want to be inside you."

      I gave him a meek smile, but my heart slammed against my chest at the thought of him fitting inside me. Closing my eyes, I heard him tear a condom package open. He planted his hands on both sides of my head and kissed me full on the lips. Then I opened my eyes and saw him staring at me with those blue eyes so intense as he slowly eased into me, each inch filling me so completely that I couldn't imagine being able to take any more.

      He sensed how unsure I was and stopped for a moment to lightly massage my sensitive clit, sending more waves of exquisite pleasure through me and allowing me to take more of him. The combination of his finger drawing those tiny circles on my clit and his cock deep inside me filling me like I'd never been filled before thrilled me. I wrapped my legs around his waist to accommodate all of him, feeling deliciously stretched by the time he was fully seated in me.

      "You feel so good, Olivia. I promise I'll go slow."

      He inched out of me, leaving me empty and missing the feel of him. As he promised, he slid back into my body slowly, ratcheting up my desire and filling me once again. Kissing me hard, Cash grunted into my mouth as the base of his cock stretched my opening. My body ached, a sweet pang forming in the pit of my stomach, making me want more.

      He eased out of me again, but I slid my feet down his back and pushed my heels against the base of his spine. "Cash…faster…please…"

      Raising himself up above me, he flashed me a look of concern. "You sure? I don't want to hurt you."

      Cupping the back of his neck, I pulled him back down to kiss him, my body begging for more. "Yes. Faster. Fuck me faster."

      Cash narrowed his eyes in a sexy smoldering look. "Mmmm…such words coming from that pretty mouth of yours. Faster it is."

      Rearing back, he slammed his long, thick cock in until he was balls deep inside me and then retreated from my body only to crash into me again. He was power personified, and with every plunge into my willing body, I wanted more.

      I wanted to finally live my fantasy of having no control.

      Deep inside, a tiny kernel of release began to form, weaving its way through my body as Cash continued to fuck me. His deep grunts filled my ears with every thrust of his cock into my body. He was animalistic and primal, unlike any man I'd ever slept with. I felt small and vulnerable. And out of control. I loved it!

      My orgasm curled through my core, a tiny exquisite sensation that grew with each moment. Sliding my hands down over his shoulders, I dug my nails into Cash's back and moaned, "Don't stop. Please don't stop."

      His abs and chest, hard and unyielding, slid over my breasts and nearly crushed me under his weight. I lay there helpless underneath him and clutching him like I couldn't get enough of this man. I was already sore, but I never wanted the feeling of him inside me to end.

      My body clenched around his thick cock to signal the beginning of my orgasm. Crying out, I struggled to hold on to him as he pistoned into me, grunting his pleasure deep in my ear. "Let yourself go, baby. Let me see you come."

      "Ah, God, Cash! Don't stop!"

      He watched as I came, his blue eyes focused on me as I bit my lip and scratched down his back like a wild animal. Never before had I come so hard, my thighs shaking violently against his hips as the last of my release wound through me.

      But his was yet to come. I felt every muscle in his back tighten and tense. He buried his face in my hair and let out a long deep groan as he buried his cock completely inside me. "Fuck…"

      We lay there silently for a long time, still joined together on that conference table as the sounds of the nightclub outside his office began to once again drift in to where we'd just had sex for the first time. It felt secret and sexy. When Cash raised his head, he licked his lips and kissed me, making me feel sexy too.

      "Olivia, that was incredible."

      I couldn't put my finger on it, but something in the way he said that made me feel open and self-conscious. Forcing a smile, I nodded, hoping he couldn't see my insecurities rearing their ugly heads. Nothing was unsexier than looking needy after sex. Letting my hands drop from their hold on his back, I forced myself to sound confident. "It was."

      He slid out of me, and a feeling of emptiness joined my insecurities. I knew it was foolish. What had I expected—the two of us lying there for hours in each other's arms as we drifted off to sleep? We'd just fucked on the table in the Club X conference room. Cuddling wasn't on the menu.

      I stood to put my dress back on as he slipped back into his clothes. Watching him, I took in the last sight of his beautiful body, sad to see it covered up with his dress shirt and pants. Unsure of what to say as we finished dressing, I fidgeted with my shoes to avoid feeling any more awkward.

      Cash seemed entirely at home with this part of the night, though. Adjusting the knot in his tie, he once again did that brushing off movement he'd done earlier and then looked up at me. "You were incredible, Olivia."

      Two mentions of that word made me certain I'd been anything but that, but he pulled me into him and kissed me full on the lips and my insecurities disappeared, at least for the moment.

      "I promise I won't act strange tomorrow. I'll be the same stiff Cassian March I've always been."

      "Well, you have a reputation to keep."

      He laughed at my joke, but I'd subconsciously been referring to his other reputation that now seemed to take up so much of my mind. Cash dated the most beautiful women in town, and undoubtedly, he slept with them too. As he escorted me out to his office, that's all I could think about. Yes, I'd gone into this whole thing with him with my eyes wide open, but now I didn't want to go back to being simply his assistant.

      I tried to read his expression to see if he felt anything for me, but there was nothing but that cool man who was all business in front of me now. He kissed me again, soft but without all that passion that had been in his kiss before, and told me he'd see me the next day. We parted ways, boss and assistant once again, no matter how much I wished that wasn't all we were.
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      Cassian

      I watched Olivia walk out into the nightclub looking sexier than any woman should without a man on her arm. I should have stopped her or taken her home, but I was already regretting having sex with her. Whatever was happening between us couldn't happen, no matter how much I wished it could. I'd thought I'd avoided going any further with her when I left Kane to deal with her. It was a shitty thing to do, but my ego was making the decisions then.

      Too fucking bad my ego hadn't stayed in control. Instead, my heart thought it should weigh in on the issue of Olivia and what had just happened proved there would be no fucking her out of my system.

      This couldn't happen.

      I ran my hand through my hair before I headed out into the club for a drink. Tonight definitely called for a stiff one. Stopping at the end of the bar, I raised my hand to call one of the bartenders over. A tiny blonde, she leaned over to hear my order over the music and give me a full view of her tits. I had to assume Stefan's workers thought this was some way to ensure job security since they acted like this every time I came out into the club for a drink.

      "Give me a Makers, neat."

      The blonde answered with something I couldn't hear and a smile, and I was thankful the music was so loud. I wasn't in the mood for her thing tonight.

      From behind me I heard, "Hey, Cash! I didn't realize you were still here." Stefan. I thought about not answering him, but there was no point in ignoring him. He'd just keep talking. Turning around, I saw him wearing a shit-eating grin and instantly the thought ran through my mind that he'd seen Olivia and me together.

      "What's up, Stefan?"

      "What are you doing here? I thought you were going home early tonight. Kane mentioned something about it, so I figured you were gone already."

      The blonde returned with my drink, and grabbing it, I took a gulp and pressed a smile onto my face. "Just leaving."

      "Hey, I thought I saw Olivia leaving a few minutes ago. Maybe you should take it easy on her. Don't want to ride her too hard."

      "I have no idea. I didn't see her since this afternoon."

      I watched Stefan's expression for any evidence that he knew I was lying, but the blond bartender had caught his eye and he set off to likely cost us more money in legal fees. It was time for me to leave. The club had nothing to offer me other than work, and I wouldn't be able to concentrate much anyway.

      

      By Wednesday, I'd avoided the club for two days and worked from home, even blowing off a charity function for the new bayside park because I just didn't have any interest in seeing the same people as always who traveled the circuit. They'd gotten my check, so it wasn't like the important part of me hadn't shown up.

      Standing in front of my window overlooking the bay, I looked out at the action taking place at the end of the day I never saw from my office at the club. As much as I didn't want to admit it, I was avoiding Olivia. The sex had been great. No, great was the wrong word for it. I hadn't enjoyed fucking a woman like that in a long time. Something in the way she'd shed her inhibitions so willingly charmed me. The physical feeling had been off the charts incredible, but even more the emotional connection had made it one of the best nights I'd ever had with a woman.

      That was the problem. If all we were was good sex, I'd have been back at work bright and early Tuesday morning at eleven and planning for the next time she and I could revisit that conference room table. I'd be planning on how to wine and dine her around town to get her back to my bed whenever I wanted her. That routine I knew well. Fuck, I'd mastered that routine. Sex meant a connection between my cock and a woman's cunt. No more, no less. Emotions had nothing to do with it. I'd made sure of that since Rachel.

      This thing with Olivia smashed all my nonchalant ideas about sex to pieces and left me with no way to know what to do with her. I'd promised myself never to let another woman get close to me again after what happened with Rachel, and now some part of me whispered quietly in my brain that this woman was worth a chance.

      My mind went back to the moment I became the man who wanted nothing to do with truly being with a woman again. I remembered it like it happened yesterday. Even now, years later, the events of that night were as vivid and real to me as if I was experiencing them today.

      Rachel stood beside me as the line of people filing into the club moved past us, thrilled to be a part of the biggest night all year at Club X—the Halloween Ball, known throughout west Florida as the wildest party around. Nobody did Halloween raunchier or more debauched than my club. I turned to slide my arm around her, the woman I adored as my wife and who tonight was dressed as the sexiest cat I'd ever seen.

      But everything about her was the sexiest I'd ever seen. Just a few years older, Rachel had schooled me in so many things about women, and I'd fallen hard and fast for her. I woke every morning more in love than the day before, and as I ended each day deep inside her, I would have given up everything I owned with just a word from her gorgeous mouth.

      I was as lost as any man had ever been for a woman he loved.

      "Cash, let's go join your brothers at the bar. You don't have to be at the door to greet your customers and the party's about to get started."

      Her wish was my command, so we walked over to stand next to Stefan and Kane, my arm instinctively wrapping around her waist as we stopped in front of them. My younger brother was all compliments for her cat costume, and Rachel lapped them up like a kitten with a saucer of milk. Twirling out of my hold, she showed him her tail, shaking her gorgeous ass for him so he could see it move.

      "Isn't this costume adorable?" she cooed.

      Kane looked away, interested more in the crowd and his job upstairs than my wife. Never his type, they tolerated each other more than anything else. Kane preferred a far more submissive female, something Rachel definitely wasn't. Stefan, on the other hand, enjoyed all women, without exception. To say he didn't discriminate would be an understatement.

      Rachel backed up toward Stefan and said, "Feel it! It's fake fur, but it feels so real."

      Shooting me a look, Kane raised his eyebrows as Stefan stroked her long, black tail, pulling it up to tickle her neck. "It does feel real."

      I pulled her back next to me and leaned close to her to whisper, "I can't wait to use that tail when we get home."

      She turned her back on my brothers and ran her hands over my chest. Smiling up at me, she winked. "That's not all I want you to use when we get home."

      When she said things like that, I had to fight the urge to steal her away to my office and make love to her right there on my desk. Looking down into her almost black eyes, I smiled. "Do you know how much I love you?"

      I closed my eyes to push the memory of that night from my mind. Fixating on it did no good, so there was no point. I couldn't change what happened.

      A knock on the front door tore me from my misery, and I opened it to see Olivia standing there still in her work clothes and staring up at me with big eyes. So much for avoiding her. "What are you doing here?"

      "It's nice to see you too, Cash. Can I come in?"

      Moving off to the side, I nodded. "Sure. Come in."

      She walked past me and began looking around my condo as I closed the door. By the time I'd joined her, she was at the window admiring the view. "This is stunning, Cash! I love this view!"

      "It's pretty nice. Definitely one of the selling points when I bought the place."

      Turning to face me, she rolled her eyes. "Always so understated. If you saw the view I have, you'd say this was stunning."

      I forced a smile and nodded, but there was no denying the tension between us. Olivia was an intelligent woman. She knew I'd been avoiding her. How she'd approach that fact remained to be seen.

      A sheepish look crossed her face. "I hope you haven't been sick. I noticed you haven't been in work for the last two days."

      "No, I'm fine."

      A long lull followed my denial and then she said, "That's good. I'd hate to hear you were under the weather."

      She stood there with that sweet look on her face, but I knew we couldn't continue this for much longer. "Would you like to sit down?"

      "Sure."

      We sat down on the very couch where I'd told Rachel I didn't want to see her anymore. Then I'd been unsure how I felt about Olivia but wanted to explore whatever there was between us. Now I knew how I felt, but I couldn't act on it.

      She looked around like she needed to memorize my every inch of my home. "You have a really nice place."

      This was even worse than I'd imagined our first conversation after the other night would be. We'd spent some incredible time together, and now we sat there exchanging pleasantries like two people waiting for a bus or stuck in a waiting room at a doctor's office.

      "Olivia, what are you doing here?"

      Taking a deep breath, she let it out slowly and hung her head. "I guess I'm not too slick, am I? I want you to know it took every ounce of courage I possess to come here, so if you're going to tell me you don't even like me enough to talk to me other than at work, I'm not sure I can promise I'm going to handle it well."

      I touched my fingertip to her chin to force her to look at me. "I do like you, Olivia, and more than just to talk to you at work."

      That smile she so rarely gave me lit up her face. "That's good. I mean, I'm not a fool. I know that the other night probably didn't mean much to you. I know I'm not your usual type of woman you spend time with."

      She wasn't wrong. My usual type didn't look like her or act like her, but most of all, they didn't make me feel much of anything. Not that caring about her was any good for either of us. I knew how this would end.

      "You're smart and fun, but it's true. You aren't my usual type."

      No sooner were the words out of my mouth had I realized I should have said something more romantic. What kind of woman wants to hear she's smart when she's comparing herself physically to other women?

      My answer registered on her face in a frown, and she leapt to her feet. "I'm going to leave. This was a mistake. I'm sorry."

      I reached out to grab hold of her, but she slid out of my grasp and nearly ran away from me. Chasing after her, I caught her just as she opened the door. Pushing it closed, I tried to find the right words to say. "Don't leave. It's okay."

      Still facing the door, she said quietly, "No, it's not okay. I thought that maybe if I came over here you wouldn't want to avoid me anymore. I thought that maybe you liked me like I like you, but the only person doing the liking is me. It's better if I go."

      Her voice was so full of sadness that I already regretted every mistake I'd made that had brought me to that point. I didn't want to hurt her. I just couldn't give her what she wanted.

      "Olivia, turn around. I want to talk to you."

      She sighed and slowly turned around to face me. Staring up at me with big brown eyes so full of fear, she bit her lip nervously. "Okay."

      "I liked what happened the other night. I don't want you to think I didn't. But I'm not able to give you what you deserve."

      "And what's that?" she asked, her tone defensive.

      I struggled to find the right words but then just said the painful truth. "You deserve to be with a man who can at least promise you the future might include something long-term. I can't do that. Not now, anyway."

      A look of relief came over her. "That's what you thought? That I wanted you to profess your undying love and commit your life to me? I guess I really do have that good girl thing going on. Cash, I don't expect anything exclusive."

      "You don't?"

      "No," she said with a smile. "I just hoped we wouldn't have just that one night. I'm not going to deny that I'm definitely attracted to you, and I think you're attracted to me."

      She was trying to be brave, but I felt her body tremble. I saw it in her eyes too. She was afraid. Not of me, but at what I might say at any moment to crush all her bravado. I wouldn't do that to her, though. Other women? Yeah. But not Olivia.

      I leaned forward to trap her inside my arms. Sliding my thumb over her cheek, I smiled, liking how close we were. "I am definitely attracted to you. I have been since the first day you walked into the club."

      "Really?"

      Nodding, I tucked her hair behind her ear and dipped my head. "Yeah. Then when Kane told me you'd reserved a room, I decided I'd be the one to be in there with you."

      Olivia looked up at me and grinned a sexy smile. "Oh. Was there someone else who was supposed to do that since you're one of the owners, or do you often drop in on female members' fantasies?"

      I liked this woman. She was smart and sweet at the same time, and in my experience, those were hard to come by in someone. "Kane wanted to send in one of his guys. I didn't think he was right for the job, though."

      "I see." She arched one eyebrow and gave me a skeptical look. "I have to know something. Were you planning to ever sleep with me in that room?"

      Shaking my head, I said, "No."

      "Oh. Even when I reserved a gold fantasy?"

      I pressed my mouth to hers and kissed her. "No. You're too good to fuck in some generic fantasy room."

      "So you did plan to sleep with me then?"

      I couldn't stop the smile that spread across my lips. "No."

      The hurt was evident all over her face. Her dark eyes narrowed, as if she was in pain, and she said, "Then what the fuck am I doing here? Is this the icy cold Cash from the other night because if it is, he can go fuck…"

      Before she said something we might both regret, I stopped her with a hard kiss, my tongue sliding into her mouth as I pushed my hips forward to let her know how excited she'd already gotten me. Her body melted into mine as all her anger and defensiveness faded away. Trailing my lips across her cheek, I gently sunk my teeth into her earlobe before I said, "As for what he can fuck, he's already made his choice."

      There was nothing else to say. I wanted her, and I wasn't going to wait or try to fight what I felt for her. I didn't exactly know what I planned to do about all those reasons I shouldn't continue this with Olivia, but I liked how she made me feel. As long as I kept her at arm's length, we'd be fine.

      Sliding my hands down her back, I cupped her gorgeous ass and picked her up to carry her over to the couch. I laid her down and eased my fingers under her dress and panties to find her pussy wet and waiting for me. She arched her back to give me a better angle, and I slipped one finger inside her. She was burning up, but I saw her wince as a second finger joined the first. "Is something wrong?"

      "No. Just still a little sore," she answered shyly, like she was embarrassed.

      I lifted her dress and peeled off her panties. Bared to me, her pussy was perfect but a little too pink. I'd been a little too rough our first time. Looking up, I ran my tongue over her wet slit and gently sucked her clit between my lips. "I don't want to hurt you, so we're going to have to figure out a Plan B."

      "I'm fine. I'm sure once we get started, things will ease up a bit."

      "I've got a better idea."

      I spread her open with my fingers and lightly licked straight up the middle of her pussy. Olivia squirmed, but I knew it wasn't because I was hurting her. Lifting my head, I asked, "What's wrong?"

      That gentle pink blush that told me when she was feeling bashful spread across her face. "I feel…just really exposed here in the middle of your living room in front of that big window…" Her voice trailed off as the blush deepened, but I knew it wasn't my neighbors that concerned her.

      Placing a tiny kiss on her clit, I said, "Your pussy is beautiful—pink and perfect and evidence that you're a natural redhead. There's no reason to be embarrassed."

      "I know, but I…" She stopped talking and bit her lip as I ran my finger down to her opening.

      "Shhh. No more talking. The next sound I want to hear from your lips is you crying out in complete pleasure when I make you come all over my face. Understand?"

      With a sly smile, she bit her lower lip and moaned, "Uh-huh."

      I lashed my tongue over her tender skin, first slowly and then faster as the tension built in her body, my fingers gently fucking her tight pussy. The sound of her tiny coos each time the tip of my tongue slid over her swollen clit made my cock harden until it stood like steel in my pants. I wanted to be inside her, but I could wait.

      Her cunt tightened around my fingers, and she cried out my name, scratching my shoulders as her orgasm tore through her. I hadn't gone down on a woman in years. That wasn't part of my routine. I'd missed looking up and seeing pure pleasure wash over a woman's face as my mouth took her over the edge into that place of oblivion, the feel of her hands urging me to stay between her legs as she screamed for more.

      I slowed my tongue to suck her clit gently between my lips while her thighs trembled against the sides of my head, coaxing a second orgasm from her even more powerful than the first. So responsive to my mouth's manipulations, she pulled the back of my head into her as she whimpered her pleas for me not to stop. Barely able to breathe except to take in her delicious scent, I stayed there as much for myself as for her.

      When I finally sat back on my heels, she still had her eyes closed and that perfect orgasm expression all over her face. Of all the looks a woman could give, that was one of the best. Looking down at me, she gave me a tiny smile. "I don't think I have any bones left. That was incredible, Cash."

      Running my hands up her legs, I licked my lips to taste her once again. "My pleasure."

      Her gaze traveled to my still rock hard cock, and she slid off the couch to join me on the floor. "Turnabout's fair play, though. Don't you think?"

      I shrugged out of my shirt and pants and sat back down. "Definitely."

      She wrapped her hand around the base of my cock and slid her mouth over the tip, sending waves of pleasure rippling up and down my shaft. I closed my eyes and leaned back against the cushions as she worked to suck all of me into her mouth, her hands stroking the last few inches as she slid back up to the top to begin all over again.

      My cock slid from her mouth, and I opened my eyes to see her looking up at me. "God, I want you inside me."

      "You sure?"

      "Yeah."

      She didn't have to say it twice. I watched as she slipped out of her dress, and pointing to the bedroom, I told her where to find a condom and watched her jog into my room to get one. Fuck, she had a great body!

      Returning with a pack of six, she dangled them in front of me as she sat down next to me. With a grin, she ripped one off and handed it to me. "Just in case one's not enough."

      I slipped it on and pulled her onto my lap. "Planning on making sure I'm sore this time?"

      "As I said, turnabout's fair play."

      "Come here," I said as I pulled her mouth toward mine. Sexy and sweet, I wanted to be inside her feeling her body clinging to me as I fucked her until both of us came harder than ever before. I positioned my cock at her opening, sliding the pad of my thumb over her eager pussy to her clit. Still wet from when my mouth had fucked her, she was ready for my cock.

      She moved slowly, timid and fearful now that the full length of me began to slide into her. I fought the urge to lift my hips to thrust in balls deep knowing that I needed her to set the pace so I didn't hurt her already sore body. Each inch more into her cunt felt better than the last until I was fully seated in her, and a soft whimper escaped her lips as we joined completely.

      My thumb rubbed tiny circles on her clit while my hand on her waist kept her still, and she looked down at where my cock spread her wide open. "I was worried it might hurt, but it feels so fucking good. I can't stand it. Please let me move."

      "Tell me what you want, Olivia."

      She tried to move, but my hand pressed hard against her hip stopped her. "I want to ride your cock. Please…"

      "Your cunt's so tight. I'm afraid I might hurt you."

      Olivia leaned toward me, capturing my lower lip in between her teeth. Biting gently, she moaned, "I don't care. Fuck me. Fuck me hard."

      Lifting my hand from her hip, I cradled the back of her head and tugged her hair. "Ride my cock, baby. Let yourself go."

      She raised herself up on her knees slowly and lowered herself back down onto me, rolling her hips and arching her back. I watched her cunt swallow my cock, her lips spreading wide every time she took all of me inside her. Up and down, her body sent strings of sensation over my shaft, making me wish she'd move faster. I grabbed her hips hard and directed her fucking me, guiding the pace of our pleasure. She liked the feel of me controlling her, even as I pushed her faster and faster and risked the danger of hurting her. The feeling of my cock fucking her hard made me forget how easily she might bruise.

      Her mouth pressed hard against mine, devouring my kiss as she begged me to give her what she so desperately wanted. My thighs ached from her slamming down on them, but I didn't care. Each of us raced toward that one sublime point where our bodies would explode in release. We both panted and tugged at one another's hair, forgetting anything else but the need to come.

      "Oh, God…Cash…" she cried as her nails dragged across the back of my neck. "I'm so close…"

      My mouth pressed to her face as her cheek skidded over my lips with every time she bucked up and down on my lap, I groaned, "Come for me. I want to feel that pretty cunt squeeze my cock when you come hard all over me."

      My voice rasped from panting, and Olivia moaned in my ear, "Harder…faster…it's right there…"

      I lifted my hips from the floor and rammed into her one last time and then she came, her body falling hard against mine as every inch of her shook from her orgasm. She didn't stop riding me, though, and all it took was the feel of her cunt contracting around me again and again to take me over the edge.

      We sat there still joined together for a long time recovering from the sweet torture we'd inflicted on one another. My fingers slowly moved up and down on her back feeling the light film of perspiration that covered her skin, and Olivia still clutched the back of my neck now less forcefully than just a few minutes before.

      "I'm not going to be able to walk out of here," she whispered in my ear. "I don't think my legs work anymore."

      "You'll just have to stay then."

      After the words came out of my mouth, I couldn't believe I'd said that. I hadn't offered to let a woman stay at my place for years, and there I was telling Olivia she'd have to.

      She leaned back and gave me a skeptical look. "That's the post fuck haze talking, Cash. I don't expect you to set me up here. Just give me a few minutes to regain my ability to walk."

      I wanted to say even though I hadn't meant she should move in I didn't want her to go. I didn't say it, though, preferring to stay silent instead of risking offering something I couldn't give her.
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      Olivia

      By the time I got home, it was nearly ten and Josie and Erin were waiting for me. Gossip knows no time limits, and sex gossip trumped even a good night's sleep. Camped out on my doorstep, they sprang into action when they saw me hit the top of the stairs outside my apartment. As much as my legs were killing me and all I wanted to do was crawl into bed to hopefully have sexy dreams of Cash, I knew that would have to wait a little longer.

      "Where have you been? We've been waiting here for nearly an hour. Remember we were supposed to all go out for drinks?" Josie asked as she scanned my frame looking for any clue as to my recent whereabouts.

      "I'm sorry. I didn't forget. The time just got away me, I guess."

      Erin narrowed her eyes to slits and stared directly into my eyes. "Olivia Lucas, you're lying to us. What's going on?"

      I took my keys out and unlocked my door, readying myself for my friends' inquisition since I hadn't told them I'd even had sex with Cash yet. Stepping into my apartment, I made my way to the living room to sit down and rest my legs.

      Josie and Erin followed silently and took their seats on my couch to hear my answer. I took a deep breath and just said it. "I had sex with Cash."

      "When?" Josie asked.

      "Tonight?" Erin added.

      "Yes, but the first time was Monday night."

      Josie crossed her arms. "You told us the fantasy thing didn't pan out because he was out of work sick."

      "I lied. It didn't work out like I planned. He didn't show up so I marched myself downstairs to his office and demanded to know why he'd stood me up. One thing led to another, and before I knew it, we were on the conference room table having sex."

      "Shut the fuck up! And you kept this to yourself since Monday night?" Josie asked in amazement.

      She knew me all too well. Normally, I would have told them everything, but something about how Cash and I got together that night made me hold back. I didn't know if it was shame or fear that they'd ask about us ever getting together again when I knew full well he was avoiding me, but part of me couldn't tell them if it had been just a one night thing.

      "It's no big deal. Two consenting adults having sex happens all the time," I answered, trying to sound nonchalant.

      "Don't give me that bullshit, Liv. You like him. It is a big deal," Josie said to show me she saw right through my lies.

      Erin waved Josie's developing interrogation aside. "Don't give her a hard time. Liv, if you don't want to give us the details, it's okay. I mean, we never asked Josie about how it was with Sebastian."

      Josie's expression twisted into one of disbelief that made me chuckle. "Are you kidding me? Was there any point at which you didn't know how it was with him and me? It was the only time in my life that public displays of affection were the norm. We almost fucked a dozen times right in front of you two, so don't give her any reason to keep hush hush about this thing with Cassian March." Turning back to face me, she leveled her stare at me like the investigator she was. "Spill it or we'll get it out of you one way or another."

      "It's not a big deal, Josie. We had sex. It was pretty incredible. Tonight I went over to his house and we had sex again."

      "So are you two dating?" Erin asked, her eyes wide with curiosity.

      I didn't know how to answer that. So far, all we'd done was have the most phenomenal sex of my life. He had been avoiding me after our first time together, which wasn't a good thing, but that had been because he thought I expected him to court me like I was some maiden who expected a man to marry her once he slept with her. The truth was I liked the idea of taking it slow with Cash, but for an entirely different reason than he did. His was fear of commitment. Mine was fear of him, or more accurately, my fear of falling too hard for him.

      "I'm not sure what we're doing. I know I like him and find him unbelievably attractive. I think he feels something similar for me. Other than that, I can't say."

      Erin appeared satisfied with that answer. Josie, on the other hand, had already moved on to the juicier details of my time with Cash. "So, what's he like? Was I right? Is he incredible in bed?"

      I tried not to smile at her description of him, but I couldn't stop myself. The man was a sex god. Not that I wanted to tell them that, though. For the first time ever, I wanted to keep that part all to myself. So instead, I rolled my eyes and said, "I'll say this. The guy isn't all just good looks and money, okay?"

      "I knew it! I knew beneath those expensive suits was a guy who knew how to take care of a woman. This is so great! You need this, honey. This is exactly what you've been missing in life. I knew that job was going to be good for you."

      Erin reached over and squeezed my forearm. "I think as long as you're having a good time, that's good. You know this is going to kill Jake, though, don't you?"

      "He doesn't feel that way about me, Erin. We're just friends."

      "And anyway, he knows he's always been out of his league with Liv," Josie added. "Money isn't everything, Erin."

      "I know. I'm just saying I think he's always liked Liv more than just friends. The last time I saw him the first thing he asked about was her and how she was faring at her new job at Club X."

      "Well, for someone who's supposed to like me, he sure has an odd way of showing it. I called him after I got the job to say thanks for paving the way, and he barely had a minute to talk," I said, remembering how abrupt he'd been with me that day on the phone.

      "He's been a dick ever since his stepmother began telling his father he needs to be doing something more with his life than spending their money. From what I hear, stepmama has been pressing pretty hard to make Jakey get a job and stop mooching off his family," Josie said with a grin, displaying the dislike she had for him.

      "Oh, Josie. You always want to find the negative in Jake. He's had it tough since his father remarried," Erin said in his defense, as she always did.

      "I think somewhere between the hate you have for him because you used to date him a million years ago, Josie, and the sympathy you have for him because you remember the boy he was in high school, Erin, is where I stand on Jake. He's a good friend, and we all had a good time back in the day. Those days are long gone, though. It might be time for him to grow up."

      "Maybe, but I still think he's going to be heartbroken over this, Liv," Erin said with a slight frown.

      Josie rolled her eyes. "Forget him. I want to know more about Cassian March. You've obviously decided to go military silence on us regarding the sex, which makes me think he must be off the charts fucking good, but you need to be giving me something before I leave here tonight. I'm a single woman who works way too much. I'm living vicariously through you these days. Don't let me down."

      Erin's mouth hung open in shock. "Josie!"

      "It's okay. How about this? I'll tell you one of my favorite things about him. Sound good?"

      They both nodded, and I tried to decide what I liked best about Cash. There was no denying he was gorgeous. Those blue eyes made me want to melt when he looked at me. And that body. Oh, that body! And those tattoos. And the piercing. The list was never ending. I'd never been with a man so incredibly sexy. I had to choose something, but telling them about those things didn't feel right. They weren't going to let me get away with saying his business acumen made me hot, though.

      "He's got this way of talking dirty that makes my toes curl."

      Josie's eyes lit up. "That's the first time I've ever heard you say something like that about a man, you know that? I expected you to say you liked his clothes or something about his eyes. That you went with something so sexy tells me he's good for you, Liv."

      Erin agreed. "I think so too. Just remember as long as you're happy, we're happy."

      "I am. It's nothing serious, and I'm okay with that, guys." Standing from my chair, I hugged the two of them as I led them to the door. "Now let me get some sleep because I have work tomorrow like you two. I'll call you."

      "Night, honey," Erin said as she hugged me again. "Call me before the weekend, okay?"

      "Got it."

      Josie waited for Erin to begin walking down the stairs and whispered, "By the way, you're walking like you just got off a horse. He must be one hell of a man in that department too."

      Heat rushed to my cheeks in an embarrassed blush and I rolled my eyes, but the evidence was there. Josie grinned like a Cheshire cat. "I love it! Call me. I won't promise not to want details, but call me anyway."

      "You bet. Be careful. I'll talk to you later this week."

      Minutes later, I climbed into bed and stretched my aching legs. Even now, hours later, it still felt like he was inside me, stretching me as we fucked. Sometimes even pain was a good thing.
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      Dressed in black pants and a light green shirt that only served to make his dark hair look almost black, Cash stood in the doorway to my office just after six on Friday afternoon looking like he had a secret he couldn't wait to tell someone.

      In that sexy voice that made an ache form in the pit of my stomach, he asked, "What are you doing around eight tonight?"

      In truth, I'd been at my desk since eleven that morning working hard on the end of the quarter numbers and felt pretty tired. However, the sparkle in his eyes told me if I could just push past that, I might find something great on the other side. "I don't know. I've been here since before noon, so I was probably just going to go home at seven. Do you need me for something?"

      He walked in and closed the door before coming around my desk to stand behind me. Bending down, he rested his hands on my shoulders, making my body instantly come alive, and whispered, "I feel like taking a drive. Want to come with me?"

      I closed my eyes and leaned back against him, loving the feel of his muscular chest. "Sure. Where are we going?"

      "Just down the coast. I'll meet you outside the club at eight sharp."

      His refusal to walk out with me past Stefan and the rest of the employees who'd be in the club at that time stung, but I quickly reminded myself that we weren't officially a couple. We'd gotten together once more after that night at his condo, and I had a feeling he wanted more, but so far we were just two people having mind-blowing sex and I wasn't interested in spoiling that by putting restrictions on it.

      I tilted my head back to look up at him. "How will I know where you are?" I joked.

      Flashing me a stunning smile, he kissed me and said, "I'll be the man in the black car waiting for the gorgeous redhead."

      "Okay, then. I'll be the woman looking for the hot guy in a black car. See you at eight."

      "Good. By the way, I've been hard since I decided on this, so you've been warned. If we don't make it all the way to our destination, I'm more than prepared to fuck you in the car."

      He walked away before I could answer, but it wouldn't have mattered. I had no words when he said things like that. The man had the ability to make me wet just with a few really hot words. I could definitely get used to that.

      The next hour and a half flew by in a blur as I spent the time fantasizing about where Cash might be taking me. Needless to say, my reports didn't get done, but for one of the first times in my adult life, I didn't care that I hadn't taken care of business. It felt good to venture off the straight and narrow.

      Pushing my chair out from my desk, I looked down at my outfit and shook my head. My black pencil skirt and pink silk blouse weren't exactly the look I would have chosen for a night out with Cash, but I didn't have other clothes with me and something told me that the man who'd practically promised me he wouldn't want to wait until we got to wherever we were going to have sex wasn't going to want to stop so I could slip into something more comfortable.

      I straightened my look and closing the door to my office glanced over at Cash's and saw his door already closed. The club was still quiet, so I headed toward the front door and whatever he had planned for me. Just before I hit the exit, I heard someone call my name and turned to see Stefan standing there with a questioning look on his face.

      "Taking off early tonight? Don't you usually stay late on Fridays?"

      He'd obviously noticed my Friday night schedule for the past month. Struggling to keep my expression as emotionless as possible, I shook my head. "No, I have plans tonight. Have a good one, Stefan."

      "You too! Hey, by the way, is Cash still back in his office?"

      "I don't know. I didn't notice before I left. I guess I was preoccupied. Gotta go. Have a good night."

      Hurrying out of the door, I hoped I hadn't been as obvious as I felt in front of Stefan. He definitely seemed suspicious, but maybe it was all in my head. Whether it was or not, I'd deal with that on Monday.

      I looked up and down the street outside the club but saw no black car. Was I early? I stood there for a moment and then my phone rang. I didn't recognize the number but answered it anyway. "Hello?"

      A voice like silk moaned into the phone and said, "You look so fucking hot. Look down the block to your right."

      I turned my head and there was Cash leaning against a black sports car looking sexier than I thought a man could. Gone were the dress pants and shirt, replaced by jeans and a black T-shirt. From a distance, he sort of looked like Stefan, strangely enough.

      "I see a black car, but I don't know that man. The Cash I know is always in a suit. This guy looks pretty relaxed and casual."

      "Smart ass. I see a very hot redhead. Know her? She's supposed to come with me."

      I chuckled and pretended to look around. "I don't see her. Looks like you're stuck with me."

      "I'll be waiting."

      I started down the block to where he was parked. "You're making me walk to you?"

      "Mmmm…I like watching you walk. See you in a minute."

      He was still leaning against the side of his car when I finally reached him, and I saw by the smile he wore that he was enjoying himself. "Enjoy the show?"

      Sliding his arms around me, he cupped my ass through my skirt and pressed a kiss just below my ear. "Immensely. Let's go."

      "Where are we going?"

      Tapping me lightly on the ass, he winked. "It's a surprise. Now get in the car and we can get out of here."

      "What kind of car is this? It's gorgeous!" I asked as he opened the passenger door for me.

      "A Maserati GranTurismo. Wait until you see how it rides."

      We drove for about two hours in the most luxurious car I'd ever been in, and for the first time, we talked—really talked. Always guarded, Cash played his cards close to the vest, but I learned more about how Kane fit into the March brothers' business and became an equal partner in Club X. I sensed Cash liked his half-brother more than his own brother and stayed away from any questions about Stefan, sure from my time working at the club that there was some bad blood between them. To be honest, I really didn't want to ask because I didn't want to find out the man I was falling for had done something terrible to his own flesh and blood. For at least the time being, I wanted to believe Cash was the great guy I'd built him up to be.

      I also learned that Cash could be really funny when he let himself be. Not that I didn't really like the man he was at work, but to see him smile and laugh instead of trying to be professional all the time made me even crazier about him.

      We were so busy talking and having a good time that I didn't realize where we'd driven to. When he finally stopped the car in front of a beachside house, I stared out in confusion. A whitewashed cottage didn't seem like his style.

      "Is this yours?"

      A slow smile spread across his lips. "Yeah."

      "It doesn't seem like you. I guess I just associate you with the only other places I've seen you in. You know, your office and condo are clean, minimalist. This seems very…quaint."

      "It is. It was my father's and it transferred to me when he died."

      "Oh. I didn't mean to…" Leave it to me to make a comment on something that brought up a dead relative. Smooth.

      He gave me a gentle smile to let me know my comment hadn't ruined anything. "It's okay. Let's go in."

      The inside of the cottage looked nothing like I'd expected it to. I'd assumed the beachy exterior would lead to a place with lots of white wood, seashells, and wicker, but I couldn't have been more mistaken. While the house may have been that quaint cottage at one time, Cash's style had very much been imprinted on the design and instead of feeling like I stood mere feet away from the beach, it felt like I was back in his condo.

      "It's not much, but I like to use it to get away sometimes," he explained as he headed toward the kitchen.

      I heard his keys land on the granite countertop as I looked around at yet another place Cassian March owned. Sleek lines, expensive furnishings, and what I suspected were fine pieces of art filled out the cream and black rooms. Turning toward the kitchen, I saw him pouring us drinks. "Again with the understatement. I think this place is a lot more than not much."

      "Come. Have a drink. That was a long ride."

      Even now, dressed so casually and standing there in this beach cottage, Cash took up all the space in the room and made me feel slightly out of place in my work clothes that made me seem more like his secretary than his lover or girlfriend, whichever I was. I took the glass he offered and watched him lift his in a toast.

      "To always being surprised, Olivia."

      He downed a healthy gulp of whiskey while I inhaled the strong smell, afraid if I drank even a little without eating that I'd lose my head. "I'm not a big fan of surprises, to be honest."

      Lifting his glass again, he smiled in a way that made my core clench in need. "Then to me changing your mind."

      Something about him had changed. It may have been almost imperceptible, but he wasn't the person who'd smiled and laughed with me as we drove there. Had I done something? I didn't know. All I knew was Cash had reverted back to that man he'd usually been around me—cool and sexy, but closed off just enough to keep me at arm's length.
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      Cassian

      I slowly opened my eyes, vaguely aware that someone lay next to me. But that was impossible. I never spent the entire night with anyone. Not for a long time anyway. My eyes fully open, I looked over to my right and saw a flash of red hair against the white pillowcase next to mine.

      Olivia.

      What the fuck was I doing? Instead of keeping my distance like I'd planned, I'd ended up sleeping with her not once but twice. Then instead of keeping her at arm's length, I'd been foolish enough to bring her here on some kind of mini-vacation, like we were goddamned dating. This couldn't happen, so why was I being so stupid?

      It's not that I didn't want to be with her. I just couldn't. Period. Everything I was, everything I'd done in my life made it so. Why my cock and his brand new best friend my heart were having a hard time dealing with that fact escaped me. So now those two had entirely disregarded what my brain had been saying since the day she walked into my life and we'd all ended up at the beach house on Gasparilla Island like she and I were some couple in love who wanted to get away from it all.

      Just one problem. There was no getting away from who I was or all the shittiness I brought into this thing between us, whatever it was.

      She was so close, though. I wanted to reach out and run my fingertips over her skin to remember how she'd felt in my arms just hours before. I wanted to be the man who'd thought it was such a grand idea to bring her here instead of the man I really was.

      Closing my eyes, I worked to push all that from my mind. I couldn't change the past or what that past had made me, no matter how much I wanted to. I didn't want to let her go, though. It was selfish and thoughtless, but I wanted the kind of sweetness she gave my life. That I didn't deserve an ounce of it didn't change the fact that I didn't want to let her go.

      She rolled over and looked at me with a cute, sleepy look. "What time is it?"

      "I don't know. Sun's up, but I don't think it's too late."

      Pushing the hair out of her eyes, she smiled shyly. "I'd have thought you'd be an eye on your watch kind of guy."

      Smiling, I wondered why I wasn't at that moment. My watch sat on the nightstand, but I didn't want to know what time it was. I didn't want to think about anything but lying there with her, no matter how wrong that was.

      "I usually am. I guess this place just has that kind of effect on me," I lied.

      Propping her head up on one hand, she asked, "Do you come here a lot?"

      I shook my head, trying to remember when I'd last slept in this bed with a woman. Suddenly, the memory of that last time flooded my mind. Exactly one week before Rachel and I separated. "No, not really," I lied again.

      Olivia sensed something was wrong and sat up quickly, her feet hitting the floor before I could say another word. Looking around for her clothes, she muttered, "I think we should probably get back. I have things to do today."

      While she picked her things up from the where they'd been thrown hours before in the heat of passion, I reached out to run my hand down her back, loving the feel of her silky skin under my hand. "Grab a shower while I run out to get some breakfast. We have some time."

      She stopped moving and turned to look at me with an expression filled with confusion. I couldn't blame her. One minute I was Prince Charming and the next I was as cold as a fucking iceberg.

      "Try the shower. It's got like ten showerheads. I don't think you'll find a better shower anywhere."

      Raising her eyebrows, she smirked. "That's one hell of a shower. I guess I can't possibly leave without trying it."

      I sat up and slipped my pants on. "Good. I'll get some breakfast and be back in a few."

      As Olivia walked toward the bathroom, I grabbed my phone to call the local store that thankfully delivered whenever I visited this place. Or at least it did the last time I was here. Five minutes and two teenage boys with squeaky voices later, I came to find out that the store's owner had retired and no, they didn't deliver anymore.

      What the fuck was I doing? I had a gorgeous woman naked in my shower, and there I was spending time talking to pimply-faced kids about fucking bagels. I slid out of my pants and headed into the bathroom as my conscience scolded me for once again making the wrong choice with Olivia.

      It only took a few seconds of looking at her wet, naked body before my cock was ready to go. Between the guilt and the knowledge that what I was doing was wrong, I thought it might have let me down, but like my heart, it stood ready to go.

      She turned around, surprised at first, but then she smiled. "I thought you were handling breakfast."

      Closing the shower door behind me, I stepped close to her as the water poured down over me. "Didn't work out. This is a far better way to wake up anyway."

      I slid my arm around her waist and pulled her close to me, but she pressed her hands to my chest to push me away. "What the fuck is with you, Cash? We have a great time all the way here, and then you run ice cold on me as soon as we arrive. Then we have sex and you're all about me, but we wake up and you're the ice man again. Now you're all about me again?"

      I'd brought this upon myself. No intelligent woman would let me get away with what amounted to running hot and cold in some crazy ass bipolar fashion for long, and Olivia had every right to demand an answer. I couldn't give her one, but she had every right to demand one.

      She stood staring at me waiting for me to say something, but I just leaned back against the wall, unable to explain that as much as I wanted us to be that couple we were when I was all into her, we couldn't be more than what we were when I was cold. If she wanted to be with me, she'd have to accept this was how I was.

      That wasn't who she was, though. Stepping toward me, she pressed her body against mine and slowly pushed her hips forward to run her wet pussy over my cock. "No answer? You're just planning on standing there with a raging hard-on and giving me the silent treatment?"

      "Olivia…" I stopped myself and shook my head.

      Frustrated, she knitted her brows and frowned. "Fuck, Cash! What do you want from me? What? Just say it!"

      I lunged at her, slamming her against the tile wall and covered her mouth with mine in a kiss that contained all the pent up shit my fucked up mind was dealing with. I wanted her. That's it. I wanted to not be the man I was so I could be the one Olivia deserved. I wanted to forget the mess of my past and believe something good could happen with her.

      She matched my need with her own, clutching at my neck as her mouth pressed hard against mine. The heat between us threatened to burn me up, but I wanted more. Olivia's moans echoed off the walls, ratcheting up my desire for her. Sliding my hand between her legs, I pushed two fingers into her hot cunt, thrusting in and out fast and hard to feel her come from my touch.

      "I want to see you come so fucking hard you can't stand."

      She climbed up my body desperate for the release only my fingers could give her. I slammed them into her as her teeth sunk into my shoulder. Everything between us now was raw and primal with no reason or thought to hold us back. Her nails scratched over my shoulders, and she cried out against my skin at the first sign of her orgasm ripping through her.

      I pressed my forehead against the tile and heard Olivia groan, "Yes, Cash! God…yes!"

      "Come for me, baby. Let me feel you come apart."

      As the water rained down over us, she came until her legs shook and she couldn't stand anymore. Before her body stopped trembling, I lifted her and she wrapped herself around me, giving me the perfect angle to enter her.

      "God, Olivia, you're killing me."

      She pressed her heels hard against the base of my spine as she bucked against me. I drove hard into her, and with each thrust the wall I'd built around me began to crumble. If we could be this real together physically, maybe I could let go of the past and this could be something. And maybe who I was could be with someone like Olivia.

      Her voice weak, she whimpered, "Cash, what are you doing to me? You're driving me crazy."

      I stared into her dark eyes and let myself feel all those things I'd pushed away for so long. In those eyes I saw a chance for more than just fucking and leaving all the time. All the things that stood in our way could be overcome. I just had to give her a chance.

      Her cunt contracted around my cock, and she came a second time, her body mine if I wanted to claim it. The feeling of her giving in to me sent my body into overdrive, and I came until there was nothing left inside me. Pushing wet strands of hair off her face, I kissed her long and deep and answered her question. "I want you. That's what I want."

      She looked at me like she was searching for some answer in my eyes. "You can have me, but I can't do this with you if all I am is someone you sleep with. I know that sounds old-fashioned, but as much as I love doing this with you, it's just not enough."

      How the hell she could be so brave to put herself all out like that baffled me. I'd never showed her I could be trusted with a sentiment like that, yet she'd laid it all on the line knowing there was every chance I'd run ice cold and walk away without looking back.

      She gave me my out. I should have taken it. I knew that. I also knew I hadn't met a woman like her before, and I liked how she made me feel when I let her in.

      "I can't promise forever, Olivia. I will promise to only be with you as long as we're together."

      Pursing her lips, she considered what I'd said and finally nodded her head. "I guess for someone like you that's pretty big. It's a deal."

      I lowered her to the floor and cradled her face in my hands. "Not really. I haven't been with anyone else for a while. There's something about you I can't seem to shake, Olivia. Makes being with other women hard."

      She flashed me one of her stunning smiles and traced her finger across the tattoo on my chest. "Then I guess it's my job to make that impossible."

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      I stood in Olivia's office doorway waiting for her as the club behind me began to fill up. A typical Friday night at Club X, it was anything but a typical night for me. Tonight would be the first time Olivia and I appeared in public as a couple after our breakthrough just six days before. As I ran through every reason why this was another in a long line of my bad ideas concerning her, she emerged from the conference room dressed in a short black dress that hugged every beautiful curve and four inch heels that made her legs look like they went on for miles.

      "Wow…you look stunning."

      She walked toward me on shaky legs and looked down at her feet as she stopped in front of me. "They're a little higher than I usually go for. I don't think I'll be dancing tonight."

      Wrapping my arm around her waist, I pulled her toward me and kissed her on the lips. "I hadn't planned on us dancing anyway. I had something else in mind."

      "Something else? Like what?"

      "Another visit to the top floor."

      Her expression turned skeptical. "Really? I thought I was too good for that."

      I gently gripped her chin between my thumb and forefinger and lifted it to look into her eyes. "You're too good to simply fuck in a fantasy room. You're perfect to spend some time alone with there, though. I thought it might be fun. Maybe see some more of the dancers."

      Flashing me another of her gorgeous smiles, she ran her hands over my shoulders. "By the way, you look incredible. I don't know how you do it, but you have a way of making a black dress shirt look so hot."

      Pressing my lips to hers, I slid my tongue inside her mouth, loving the feel of her in my arms. That conference room just a few feet away looked like a much better idea than spending time out in the bar, but Olivia pulled away just as I'd decided to go for another round on the mahogany table.

      "Time to go. Our first public appearance awaits."

      Even though we'd talked about this for days, suddenly the idea of dealing with Stefan and his questions or worse, his comments about my personal life, seemed like the worst idea I'd had in a long time. I'd worked hard to keep my personal life private, but now I was about to upend all that work to show Olivia how much I wanted to be with her.

      The rhythm of the music pounded through the club, matching our steps as Olivia and I walked toward the bar, my hand pressed lightly on the small of her back to guide her. The room teemed with people, but the crowd fell away to make room for us to pass. I spied Stefan do a double-take when he saw us, and instinctively I tightened my arm around Olivia's waist.

      She looked more stunning than every other woman in the place when she turned to look at me confused about my sudden possessiveness, her big brown eyes staring up at me as if to ask, "Is something wrong?"

      Stefan beat a path to us, pushing past people on his way to where we stood. Pulling me toward the end of the bar, he said in my ear, "How long have you been with Olivia?"

      I simply stared at him, amazed he thought he should ask anything about my personal life even now. He saw he wasn't going to get any information from me, so he turned on the charm and leaned down to say in Olivia's ear, "I see you let yourself get comfortable here. Good for you!"

      Unaware of my past with my brother, she beamed a smile up at him. "Thanks!"

      "So what are you two planning tonight?" he asked over the music. Before we could escape, his buddy Jake sidled up next to him with a look that screamed he couldn't believe his eyes. For a friend of Olivia's, he didn't look too friendly.

      "What's up, Liv? I didn't think this was your type of scene."

      "Hi Jake! Long time, no see," Olivia chirped sweetly at the jackass.

      He hadn't said twenty words and already I hated Jake Richfield. His gelled dirty blond hair and cheap ass watch and clothes made me want to knock him flat on his ass. My hold on Olivia tightened even further until she was pressed right to my body. Prying his stare off my date, he looked me dead in the eyes as if we were close friends and asked, "What's up, Cassian?"

      Olivia looked up at me, and I gave her a tiny smile. "See you later, Stefan. Have a good night. Looks like the crowd is great tonight."

      I didn't give him or his asshole friend a chance to answer or continue the conversation. Taking Olivia's hand in mine, I led her to the stairs and we made our way up to the fantasy rooms. Kane stood guard at his usual place at the end of the hall with one of his rare smiles on his face.

      Leaning down, I whispered low in Olivia's ear, "Wait for me in room ten. I'll be there in a minute."

      As I watched her walk down the hallway, I heard Kane say behind me, "So that's why you reserved a room. I wondered what was up."

      Olivia entered room ten and closed the door. I turned to face Kane, hoping he'd be a little more mature than Stefan. I needed a brother who could act like an adult now. "Thanks for not saying anything to Stefan. I appreciate it."

      "No problem. Olivia's a sweet girl. She's good for you, and since she's obviously okay with the whole Rachel thing, I have to give her credit."

      I looked away to avoid Kane's stare. "She doesn't know about Rachel."

      And in just those few words was the very problem that haunted every minute I spent with Olivia. Until that moment, I hadn't said them out loud, only allowing them to exist in my mind and torment me. I knew it was wrong not to tell her, and yet I couldn't bring myself to explain that part of my past.

      "That's not good, Cash. Women don't like finding out the man they're falling for still has a wife."

      "She's not my wife. We separated years ago. All that remains are legal formalities."

      Kane wasn't buying my excuses. Leaning forward, he leveled his gaze on me. "You're either married or divorced. Separated means nothing to a woman like Olivia."

      "I can't divorce Rachel. I never had her sign a pre-nup. We divorce and this club is one of the first things she'll go after. I know her."

      Kane's eyebrows shot up in disbelief. "No pre-nup? What were you thinking, Cash?"

      "I wasn't thinking. I was a kid in love."

      "And now you're a grown man who if he doesn't tell Olivia the truth is going to lose her."

      I looked down the hall at the room where Olivia waited. "I'd planned on telling her tonight. I just don't know how to."

      "You know me, Cash. I'm all about leaving the past in the past. Nobody should have to deal with what I was. But Olivia's going to find out, and if she doesn't find out from you, you're done. You can't come back from that kind of lie, even if it is just a sin of omission."

      I nodded, knowing every word he said was right. I needed to tell Olivia everything, and all I could hope for was that she'd understand. There was nothing between Rachel and me anymore. There hadn't been for a long time. I just needed to make sure Olivia knew that too.
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      Olivia

      I sat on the couch in the fantasy room waiting for Cash, anxious for us to finally spend time together here as a couple. No, I didn't plan to sleep with him in this place where God only knew what had gone on before us, but it felt sort of naughty to be here again. I liked how sexy being with him made me feel, and hanging out in a fantasy room in Club X fulfilled at least one of my fantasies of Cash.

      The door opened, and he stepped in looking just as stunning as always, but for the first time in one of these rooms, I got to see the man before he seduced me. Taking a seat next to me, he leaned back against the couch cushions and took my hand in his. "A little different this time, isn't it?"

      "Sort of like the first time you and I came to one of these rooms that night you gave me the grand tour of the club."

      Bringing my hand to his lips, he placed a tiny kiss in the center of my palm. "That's right. I didn't think you liked this world of mine then."

      I shrugged, remembering that night a little differently. I'd been crazy about him even then. I just didn't have the nerve to let him know like I did now. Climbing onto his lap, I hiked up my dress and straddled his hips. "I liked you then. I wasn't sure what to think of your world, though."

      He slid his hands over my ass and around to rest on my legs, making my pussy run wet when his thumbs began gently stroking the insides of my thighs. Looking up at me with those ice blue eyes, he asked, "And now?"

      I tilted my hips and inched up against his already hard cock. A slow sexy grin told me he liked what I was doing. "I like the way I get to be with you and your world."

      Cash closed his eyes and moaned as I rubbed against him. "Things aren't always what they seem, Olivia. Sometimes there's a lot more going on beneath the surface."

      I sensed he wanted to tell me something but was hesitating. I waited, slowing my hips, and hoped he knew he could say anything to me. He grimaced for just a moment and then his expression stilled before he opened his eyes and gave me a forced smile. I leaned in to kiss him and whispered, "I like the surface already, but I'd love to see what's going on beneath."

      Cash seemed to consider what I said, and I wondered if he was trying to tell me those three incredibly scary words. Was he planning to say "I love you"? I didn't know if I was ready for him to go there, but I knew how terrifying it was to say those words when the other person might not feel the same. Things had moved pretty fast between us, but even though I might not say I love you yet, that didn't mean in many ways I wasn't already crazy about him.

      "Olivia, I never thought I'd meet someone I could really be myself around like I am with you."

      "I like that, Cash. You don't have to pretend to be anything but what you really are with me. I hope you know that."

      I waited for him to say something, but instead he pulled me down and kissed me like I'd never been kissed before. His mouth captured mine and possessed it like he was claiming me. Every inch of my body came alive, and I wanted him right there in that room. My hips bucked against him as my clit throbbed with need and my fingers raced to get his shirt open. I wanted him naked under me as I rode his cock until there was nothing left in either of us.

      "Olivia…not here."

      Even as his words said no, he stroked the pad of his thumb over my clit, nearly sending me over the edge with just one touch. "Yes…" I moaned as I slid his tie from around his neck and opened the last button on his shirt. "Right here."

      He stopped my hands as they skimmed down from the black and red words tattooed on his chest over the chiseled cuts of his abs just above his belt. "You need to know…"

      I stared down at him as I waited for him to continue. He didn't have to explain that this room wasn't private or that he didn't want me to think he saw me as some cheap thing if we did this. I knew that, and still I wanted him inside me right there in that room just like I'd fantasized about all those weeks.

      Whatever he wanted to say never came from his lips, and slowly, he loosened his hold on my hands until they were free. He stared up at me with hooded eyes that told me he wanted this as much as I did. I reached into his pants and palmed his hard cock. "I want you right here. Right now."

      Cash lifted me off him and with both hands gripped my hips tightly. Hesitating for a moment, he opened his mouth to speak but said nothing again and lowered me down onto him. Already sopping wet, I gasped at how full I felt as he slid into me. Finally, our bodies completed joined, and he held me still there on him.

      "You feel so fucking good. Ride me. I want to see you ride my cock, baby."

      With his hands guiding my pace, I slid up and down on him slowly, loving how sensual this thing between us was. Pressing my lips to his neck, I inhaled the scent of him as he slid in and out of my slick pussy, loving the masculinity that filled me. Cash grunted low in my ear, and it registered deep inside me in a place only he'd ever reached.

      In a husky voice, he commanded, "Lean back. I want to watch you, Olivia."

      I sat up tall on him and lifted myself off his cock, only leaving the head inside me to tease him. His thighs tensed against my calves and his fingers dug into my hips, and then he lifted his hips and pushed his cock hard into me. I watched his face twist in a mixture of power and need, loving the control he possessed over me.

      This was my fantasy come true.

      With every thrust into me, Cash overwhelmed my senses. The sound of our fucking echoed around us, moans and whimpers that grew louder with each moment as we raced toward that sweet oblivion I'd only ever experienced with him. The sight of those blue eyes so intent as they stared down at the spot on our bodies where his cock stretched my opening to take all of him. The musky scent of his cologne tinged with the smell of sex filled my nose. The sensation of him filling me more completely than I thought possible made me want to give him all of me.

      Our lovemaking pushed every thought of anything but Cash out of my mind. I rode him with abandon, desperate to give him what he gave me. My body exploded into a million pieces, and I clung to him even though I barely had the strength to hold on. In my ear, I heard him moan my name, and then he came with one last thrust into me, flooding my insides with heat.

      I stilled in his arms and buried my face into his neck, the subtle saltiness of his skin making me lick my lips to taste him. His hands gently stroked up and down my back as if to comfort me, but I didn't need comforting. Being with him was all I needed.

      Pressing a tiny kiss on the shell of his ear, I whispered, "You okay?"

      He inhaled, expanding his chest against me, and let the air out of his lungs slowly. "That was incredible." Gently pushing me back away from him, he smiled that sexy smile that never failed to thrill me. "Was this your fantasy?"

      I bit my lip. "Part of it," I said coyly, unable to contain my smile.

      "Just part?"

      "Yeah. I'll save the rest of it for another time."

      Cash leaned up to kiss me and then lightly ran his tongue over the seam of my lips. "I'll have to keep that in mind."
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      "Livy, you sound utterly exhausted."

      I smiled at Josie's entirely correct description of me. My time with Cash in our fantasy room had exhausted me physically and emotionally. In just a short time, he'd become such a huge part of my life, and our first time out in public had shown me how much he was into me too. "I got to bed late last night, so I'm a little beat."

      "I hear that you and Cassian made an appearance at Club X last night. Seems you two are the new hot couple there."

      "I wouldn't go that far, Josie. We just took our dating public last night. That's all."

      "Erin said Jake couldn't talk about anything else last night. I'd expect a call from him anytime now, Liv. Can you say jealous?"

      The way she said jealous in a sing-song voice told me she was enjoying herself. "Jake and I are friends. Period. He knows that. I'm going to grab a shower and a bite to eat. I'll give you a call later."

      "Call me the second you get off the phone with Jake. I'm dying to hear his tale of woe."

      "Talk to you later, Josie."

      I ended the call and shook my head at her not-so-secret desire to see Jake miserable. Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned indeed. Checking the time on my phone, I mentally chastised myself for spending the entire morning in bed. It may have been Saturday, but sleeping in until noon wasn't my style. Another side effect of dating Cassian March.

      That sounded so strange as I repeated those words in my mind. Dating Cassian March, the owner of the hottest club in town and one of Tampa's most eligible bachelors. Stretching my arms and legs, I enjoyed the sweet ache between my legs from our lovemaking. A girl could definitely get used to a man like Cash.

      A knock on my door put an end to my memories of our time together, and I shuffled my tired self out to the living room to see who it was. I saw Jake's face through the peephole and opened the door to find him standing there with flowers in his hand.

      He stuck the bouquet out toward me. "Hey, Livy, I thought I'd come over and see how you're doing. It's been a long time."

      "Thanks! Come in. I just got up, so don't mind the fact that I look like a bus hit me. Late night, you know?"

      Jake followed me into the kitchen as I found a vase for the wildflowers he'd brought. From behind me as I stood at the sink to fill it with water, he said, "It was great seeing you last night. I didn't think I'd ever see you at Club X."

      Arranging the flowers, I chuckled. "I didn't think so either, but I guess everyone ends up there." Turning around, I showed him his gift. "These are beautiful, Jake. Thank you."

      "So now you're with Cassian March? I wouldn't have thought he was your type, Livy."

      Jake's pale blue eyes flashed anger. I'd never seen him as anything but a good time, but now he was frightening me. "I don't know if I have a type, Jake."

      "He's quite a player. Not exactly the type of guy you usually go for. Or was that just an excuse why you never wanted to be with me?"

      Suddenly, my galley kitchen seemed entirely too small for our discussion. I moved to walk out into the living room, but he stuck his arm out in front of me and stopped me cold with a hard forearm to my midsection. "Jake, let me out. Now."

      He pulled me fast against his body. "Stop being such a cock tease, Liv. You like players now, so why shouldn't we have a good time finally? You know I've wanted to get inside those yoga pants for years."

      I looked up and saw him smiling down at me, like this was fun for him. "Jake, let me go. You know I only like you as a friend. It has nothing to do with Cash and me. You and I have always been friends. You, me, Josie, and Erin are the four musketeers."

      Jake slid his hands down to grab my ass and pulled me against him so I could feel his erection. His fingers pressed hard into my skin, hurting me. "Jake, let me go NOW! You're hurting me!"

      He pulled my hair hard and jammed his knee between my thighs. "What is it you like? The money? I've got as much or more. The fact that he's fucked more women than he can remember? Me too. So no more fucking teasing me, sweetheart. I've waited long enough."

      Tears burned my eyes, and I cried out, "Don't do this!" He looked down at me and gave me a sinister smile, so I begged, "Please, Jake, you don't want to do this."

      "Oh, yes I do. All these years you've been sweet little Livy, too good for me. Your friends weren't, but you were always out of my reach. I've been patient and stuck in the friend zone for way too fucking long, but no more."

      I twisted out of his hold and ran to get my phone, hoping that if I could call 911 the cops might get there before Jake really hurt me. He grabbed me just as I reached it, yanking me back by my hair so I fell back against him. His hands clawed at my breasts, squeezing them painfully. I screamed, but he stifled my call for help by covering my mouth with his palm.

      The phone was too far from me, and there was no way anyone had heard my screams. Fear tore through me that Jake was going to rape me right there in my apartment and nobody would be there to stop him. He jammed his hand down the front of my panties, bruising my skin, and I knew I had to do something. Opening wide, I bit down on the fingers covering my mouth until I tasted the metallic tinge of blood on my tongue. Jake howled in anger and sent me flying with a backhand to my cheek. I fell hard to the floor but instantly scrambled for my phone as he stood looking at his bloody hand, stunned at what I'd done.

      My hands trembled so badly I could barely hold the phone. "Get the fuck out of here before I call 911 and have your fucking ass arrested. Get out!"

      He sneered and snapped, "Fuck you, Liv! You're not worth it. I didn't want Cassian March's sloppy seconds anyway."

      Jake flung the door open, slamming it into the wall, and stormed out. My hands still trembling, I dialed the only number I could think of, praying to God I didn't get a voicemail.

      "Olivia, I'm glad you called."

      I tried to stop the tears, but the reality of what just happened washed over me and I couldn't hold back. Sobbing, I said, "Cash, I need you to come get me at my apartment. I can't stay here."

      "What's wrong? What happened?" he asked over and over as my sobs nearly drowned out the sound of his voice.

      "Please just come. I can't stay here. Please."

      "I'll be right there. Don't cry. Whatever it is, it'll be okay."

      The phone went silent, and I let it drop to the floor. Hugging my knees to my chest, I sat there in that spot where Jake had thrown me, in shock at what he'd done. I had no idea how much time passed between me calling Cash and him getting to my apartment. All I knew was that I couldn't stay there but I couldn't move on my own either. All I wanted to do was bury my head and cry.

      "Olivia?"

      I looked up and saw Cash standing in my doorway with a stunned look on his face. How could I tell him what happened? I didn't know what to say.

      "What happened? Who did this?"

      "Jake," I answered quietly, still not believing it myself.

      Cash crouched down beside me and pushed my tangled hair away from my face to examine my cheek. Looking down, I saw it already had begun to swell. His blue eyes filled with rage, and when he spoke, his voice came out in a low growl. "He did this to you? I'm going to kill him."

      "I don't know what happened. He was so angry. I'd never seen him like that. I don't know why."

      As he helped me to my feet, he pulled the two pieces of my torn T-shirt together at my neck and leaned down to kiss me. "Let's get you out of here. Tell me what you need to take and we'll go to my place."

      I held my shirt together and looked down at what I was wearing. "I don't have pants on, Cash. I need pants."

      "Okay, we'll find you pants and some shoes. Bring whatever you need for as long as you need to. You can stay at my place where I'll make sure you're safe."

      Clutching my collar, I staggered into my room and threw a shirt over my head. I slipped on my yoga pants and flip flops and headed back out to where Cash stood talking on the phone.

      "Stefan, if I ever see him anywhere near my fucking club, I'll hold you responsible. You don't need to know why I don't want him there. Just make fucking sure his membership is voided and I don't see him there again."

      Quietly, I let him know I was behind him. "Cash?"

      He turned around and stuffed his phone into his pocket. Wrapping his arm around me, he pulled me close. "Let's go. I'll get you something to eat and we'll spend the day at my condo."

      My body melted into his protective hold, and I looked up at him to see his expression so serious. "I don't want you to feel like you have to do anything to him. This isn't your fight, Cash."

      "Olivia, he hurt you."

      "I just want to lay down and relax. Everything hurts."

      Cash pressed his lips to my forehead and whispered, "Okay. Let's get you back to my place and you can relax there."

      "Thank you. I didn't know who else to call. I hope I didn't interrupt you doing…anything."

      He shook his head and smiled. "You didn't interrupt anything more important than you. I'm glad you thought of me first."
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      Olivia

      The hot water eased the pain that seemed to be everywhere in my body. I closed my eyes and soaked in Cash's tub for nearly an hour as I listened to him exact his revenge on Jake in the March way. Anywhere he tried to go, he'd find he was suddenly unwanted, from Club X to virtually every one of the best restaurants in town. Cash left nothing of his social life to enjoy, and I knew this would devastate Jake most. Other men might have been hurt by another man beating the hell out of them, but not Jake. More than anything else, he lived to be that player he'd always been and Cash took that away from him with an hour's worth of carefully placed phone calls. From this point on, Jake Richfield would be persona non grata everywhere he turned.

      Opening my eyes, I looked down my body at the evidence of Jake's rage. Purple bruises dotted my breasts where he'd grabbed me, and all down my stomach scratches marked me. Marked. Bruised. How could Jake had done this to me?

      I struggled to fight back the tears, hating the idea that I was so weak that he could get to me again. No. I wouldn't let that happen. I wasn't some helpless girl. I'd trusted him, and that was a mistake, but he wouldn't get any more than that from me. At least I could control that.

      After an hour, I knew I couldn't hide out in Cash's bathroom anymore. I had to face him. I'd called him because I needed someone to save me, but now I felt embarrassed and unsure I'd made the right choice. We weren't at that point in our relationship. What if he felt obligated to help me? I didn't want a man who felt obligated to be with me because I was some broken bird.

      Slipping back into my shirt and yoga pants, I walked out through his bedroom to find him sitting on the couch. Something between us felt awkward now, and I hated that. It was nothing he meant to do, but I saw the look on his face. He pitied me.

      "Come here. Sit down with me."

      I didn't even want to face him, so I looked away. "I think maybe I'll go stay at Josie's. I don't want to impose."

      Cash walked over to me and took my hand. Raising it to his lips, he kissed it and led me to the couch. "Olivia, you're staying here. I want to make sure you're safe. Now sit."

      I did as he commanded and sat down next to him. "You're pretty bossy, aren't you?"

      "I am your boss, remember?"

      "I think we're past just being boss and assistant, aren't we?" I didn't know why I asked that. I sounded needy, and I hated sounding that way. Looking down so I didn't have to see his face, I said, "Forget I said that, okay? I'm not thinking clearly."

      Cash lifted my chin with his finger and stared into my eyes with a look that made me forget everything else in the world but him. "We are past just being that. I hadn't realized until last week just how much past that we were. Then when you called me today and I heard the fear in your voice, I couldn't think of anything but racing over to your apartment and protecting you. I'm not sure where this will end up, but we're way past you just being my assistant."

      "So what happens now? You make Jake Richfield's life a living hell?"

      "He'll be lucky if I stop there."

      The threat in Cash's voice was real, and for a moment I felt bad for Jake. Cash was about to make his life an empty shell. "Just don't do anything you can be hurt from."

      He gently tucked my hair behind my ear so my bruise was visible. "I'm not worried about me. You're the one he attacked."

      "I'm fine, Cash. I'm not some piece of precious China that breaks easily."

      I had no reason to get defensive. He was just showing me he cared. I knew this, but my gut was sending all sorts of red flags up, even though I had no idea why. Something in the way he'd become so affectionate made me think it was just a matter of time before this all fell apart.

      "Olivia, I'm not saying you can't take of yourself. All I'm saying is I can take care of you too."

      "Well, it's not necessary. I'm sure you have other things to do on a Saturday afternoon."

      Cash frowned, like what I'd said hurt him, and shook his head. "Nothing more important than you."

      I moved toward the end of the couch, putting some distance between us, even though part of me wanted him to hold me in his arms and never let me go. "I'll probably head out in a little while. Josie has a spare bedroom."

      "What's this about, Olivia?"

      "Nothing. I just don't want to be in the way if you have something planned."

      "What would I have planned that wouldn't involve you tonight?"

      "I have no idea. Maybe work. Maybe some other plans you might not want to tell me about. I don't know."

      "What are you talking about? Did Jake say something?"

      I turned and stared at him, seeing him as Jake had described. A player who'd slept with more women than he could remember. Lying, I said, "No. Why?"

      "Because you're acting like I did something wrong. What did he say?"

      I quickly stood to move away, not wanting to have this conversation. "Nothing. He said nothing."

      "You're lying. I can see it in your eyes. Tell me so at least I can explain."

      Something exploded inside me, and I screamed, "Explain what? That you're just like him? That you've slept with more women than you can remember and I likely don't mean anything to you?"

      The look on his face crushed me. I hadn't meant to say any of that, but somehow it all came flowing out of my mouth from somewhere deep in my mind. I couldn't do this with him. Even if he was who Jake claimed he was, he didn't deserve this.

      Quietly, I said, "I'm going to lie down for a bit."

      And with that, I went to hide in his bedroom and hate myself for what I'd done. Somehow what Jake said had triggered that fear I'd had about Cash since the moment I realized I liked him. There were leagues, and he was out of mine. He came with a past that intimidated me and made me feel insignificant. I'd hoped my insecurities wouldn't ruin this thing with him, but Jake's words had brought them all front and center.

      

      I didn't know how long I lay there alone in Cash's bed, but the moment he opened the door my stomach twisted into knots. I'd dropped all that emotional shit in his lap and there was no way we were ever going to move forward if we didn't talk about it.

      Talking about it was the last thing I wanted to do, though. Masochism wasn't my thing, and hearing about all the women he'd been with before me sounded like the purest form of emotional torture.

      My back turned to him, he slid in under the covers and pulled me close. I'd expected to feel him hard against my ass, but nothing pressed against me. This wasn't about sex. If it had been, maybe I could have kept it together. No, this was about him being there for me and me being the kind of emotional wreck who'd actually brought up his past because I felt inadequate.

      Fucking Jake! I'd been so happy with Cash. Maybe my insecurities would have reared their ugly heads at some point, but they hadn't yet. Now that happiness was gone, replaced by the ugliness Jake had forced on me. The physical attack I could get past. Bruises faded and scratches healed. Words never went away, though. They replayed in the mind haunting until they became truth.

      "Olivia, you up?" he asked in a voice that flowed over me like silk.

      I pretended to be asleep, but it was no use. I had to face him. "Yeah, I'm up."

      "Let's talk."

      His soft tone unsuccessfully disguised what I knew to be a command. Weaker men might have let me explode like I had and then wait for me to calm down. Not Cash. Used to having control, he'd given me time only because he wanted it, not because I demanded it. Dominant men were like that. It's one of the reasons I'd fallen so hard for him. Now, though, it made for an inconvenient conversation I wasn't really ready for.

      Rolling over, I avoided his gaze. He wasn't going to let me get away with that either. Gently but firmly, he turned my face so I had no choice but to look at him. "I want us to talk, Olivia. The least you can do is look at me. After what you said out there, I think I deserve some answers."

      "I don't know what to say."

      "Then I'll talk. Jake Richfield wasn't wrong when he told you I'd been with a lot of women. I've never denied that. I won't apologize for my past. I don't expect you to apologize for yours. But that has nothing to do with you and me and what we have together."

      "I know. I don't know why I said that before. I know what your past is, and even though it scared me a little, I hadn't given it much thought until…" I let my sentence trail off, not wanting to say Jake's name.

      "I've never pretended to be anyone but who I am, Olivia. If the fact that I've been with a lot of women before you is a problem, then there's nothing I can do to change that. I can only say that since I began to care about you there hasn't been anyone else."

      His words sounded so final they scared me. "Are you saying you don't want to see me anymore?"

      Leaning in, he kissed me softly on the lips. "No. I'm saying there hasn't been anyone for a while and I don't want anyone else."

      "Oh." I couldn't look at him staring at me with those gorgeous blue eyes so close that I worried he could see inside me. "I'm sorry, Cash. I don't know why what he said got under my skin, but it did. I hate that. I'm not some pathetic girl who can't handle the man she's with having a past. That's teenage girl nonsense. That's not me."

      "I do want to tell you something about my past, though."

      I shook my head and stopped his talking with a kiss. "No. No more about your past tonight. Tomorrow you can tell me anything, but tonight I just want it to be you and me."

      He hesitated, and I kissed him again, not wanting to hear any more about other women. He was here with me. That's all that counted. Reaching down, I stroked his quickly hardening cock, needing the closeness that sex with Cash would give me.

      I climbed on top of him and tilted my hips to feel the full length of him against my wet pussy. His hands slid down my sides and cupped my ass, even as his eyes showed me his concern remained. "I don't want to hurt you if you're still sore."

      Sitting up on him, I pulled on his boxer briefs to reveal his thick, stiff cock. I wanted to feel that stretch me as he made love to me. "I want to feel sexy—the way I always feel when we're together. Please don't let him take that from me. I've never had that before. I love that feeling."

      Cash eased me onto my back and slowly slipped my T-shirt and panties off, his mouth following wherever his hands touched with kisses that made me feel adored. For the first time between us, our bodies joined not in lust so much as something more meaningful. Gentler than usual, he cradled my face in his hands as he entered me, staring down into my eyes with a look full of sweetness.

      Slowly thrusting in and out of me, he filled my body with his, stretching me to fit him. I wrapped my legs around his waist to bring him closer. I wanted his skin on mine, to feel each movement of his muscles as he made love to me. My hands slid over his back, and I reveled in his body's power even as he could be so tender and attentive.

      We said nothing as we gave one another everything we were. I was bruised and hurt, but he soothed me by showing me I could still be that sexy woman he wanted when we were at the club. More than anything else, he made me feel safe and adored.

      My release rushed through me, and I clung to him as it made my legs quiver in ecstasy. He came soon after, filling me once again, and we remained there in each other's arms, silent and sated. I could have stayed there in his hold forever, protected and worshipped and for the first time in my life wanting that.

      He rolled off me and pulled me close so my head rested on his shoulder. In the dim light of his bedroom, I traced my fingertip over the tattoo that stretched across his chest. LUCK HAS NOTHING TO DO WITH IT. Curious, I asked, "Why did you get this tattoo?"

      Cash smiled one of those thoroughly sexy grins I loved. "I wanted to get one that meant something to me. As the oldest brother, I often seem to be luckier than Stefan and especially Kane. People think because my father left me so much that it's luck. It's not luck. I was the son I was expected to be, unlike Stefan, who was the son who gave my father nothing but trouble. Kane was just the son my father never publicly recognized until right before his death."

      "What about the ones on your arms?"

      He extended his right arm above me and looked up at it. "Each one was important when I got it. Now they just remind me of times past."

      "I like the dragon with the green and black. Do you plan to get more?"

      "Probably."

      I ran my finger over his chest to the right nipple pierced with a silver hoop. "And this? Planning on getting anything else pierced?"

      He laughed. "No. Got anything in mind?"

      "I once dated a guy who had his tongue pierced. That was pretty cool," I said with a giggle.

      Squeezing me tightly to him, he growled in my ear. "A tongue piercing? I don't think I could stand all that metal against the back of my teeth. Stefan's damn near drives me out of my mind sometimes when he talks."

      "I had no idea he had his tongue pierced. How did I miss that?"

      Cash growled again. "Enough about Stef." Then he kissed me and I heard him sigh as he pulled me close to him again. Finally, we'd reached that sweet place I'd never believed could happen with Cassian March.

      

      I woke hours later with Cash still next to me. He lay there silently, his muscular chest moving up and down with each breath he took. Even sleeping, he was stunning. Fighting the urge to touch him, I watched him admiring the man who had awakened feelings in me I'd never known existed before. I considered waking him up, but he looked so peaceful there sleeping so soundly that I grabbed his shirt and my panties to head out to his kitchen for a bite to eat. Famished after everything I'd been through that day, I found a box of angel hair pasta and a jar of marinara sauce in a cabinet next to the stove and some shrimp in his refrigerator. It wasn't five star cuisine, but with a little culinary love, it could be a nice surprise for him when he woke up.

      As the water for the pasta came to a boil, I prepared the shrimp the way my mother taught me by steaming them and then quickly coating them with parmesan cheese I'd found on the fridge door. It wasn't freshly grated cheese, but since Cash was a bachelor living alone, I considered myself lucky I'd found any of the ingredients for my surprise meal at all.

      With the shrimp done and the water boiling, I tossed the pasta into the pot and began looking through his cabinets for some thyme and rosemary, the secrets to my own special spaghetti sauce. Rifling through shelves full of boxes of expired crackers and cereal, I saw a few bottles of what looked like spices all the way in the back of the cabinet. I stretched to reach them and heard a voice say behind me, "I doubt you'll find anything there."

      Startled, I spun around and saw a woman standing in front of me across the center island. Tall with long jet black hair that shined like hair in shampoo commercials, she looked like a model, complete with bought and paid for boobs that even without a bra seemed to sit up perfectly near her collarbone. Her full lips shined with deep red lip gloss that I imagined never faded or feathered, and as I scanned her face for some flaw or imperfection, I saw nothing but perfectly applied makeup to skin I could only dream of having.

      "You must be the girl in Cassian's life now. I'm Rachel. Nice to meet you."

      She stuck her perfectly manicured hand out to shake mine and I shook hers, meekly apologizing for the shrimp remains that hung from my stubby nails. "I'm sorry. Who are you and what are you doing here?"

      "Cassian didn't tell you about me? Bad boy." She practically purred when she spoke, but even her smoothness couldn't make what she said easy for me to hear.

      "I don't understand. Who are you?" I asked a second time as I wiped my hands clean of shrimp guts.

      "Rachel, his wife. Well, his estranged wife, but wife nonetheless. I can't believe he didn't mention me," she said with a smile that I was sure was anything but friendly.

      "His...his wife?" I stammered out, sick to my stomach after hearing the word wife four times in just seconds.

      She flashed me an even broader smile as I listened to her repeat her explanation about her being his estranged wife, but it didn't matter. He'd never even given me a hint he was married, separated or not. He wore no wedding band, and there was no indication on his ring finger that he hid a ring when he was around me.

      Was it possible Cash had been married this whole time? How? No, I couldn't believe it. A long line of women in his past? Yeah, I believed that. But married? The man I'd grown to love couldn't be the kind of man who'd cheat on his wife and lead a double life.

      Rachel's description of how close she and Cash were floated in and out of my brain as I tried to understand what was going on. She mentioned something about them marrying young, but after that all her words started to run into one another. My hands began to tremble as the truth of what this woman was saying settled into my brain. Cash was married and he'd been married the entire time. Everything we were was based on a lie.

      "Is that food I smell? I hope so because if this is a dream, I'm going to be really disappointed."

      I turned to see Cash standing in the doorway to his bedroom in just his boxer briefs and instantly knew everything Rachel had said was the truth. She looked at him like he was a possession of hers, her eyes sliding over his muscular torso like it was something she owned and appreciated.

      She said something to him, but my heart pounding in my ears made it impossible for me to hear anything. I needed to get the hell out of there and away from him. As the water boiled over onto the stove behind me, I stumbled toward his bedroom, pushing past Cash to quickly get into my pants and leave. He tried to explain and held my arm to stop me, but I yanked it away from him and ran as fast as I could with my arms full of my things and still dressed in his shirt. I didn't know where I was going or how I'd get there, but it didn't matter. I couldn't stay and listen to his lies when the evidence of the truth stood right in front of me with perfect looks and a purring voice coming from that smiling mouth of hers.

      What I'd always feared had come true. Cassian March and I were in different leagues, and even though for a short time it seemed like I could be the kind of woman he'd want, the reality was the kind of woman he should be with was standing in his kitchen in designer clothes and looking like a supermodel, likely eating the meal I'd prepared for him and me. Rachel belonged in that gorgeous condo with him, not me.

      I heard him call my name as I ran down the hall, his voice tinged with fear. I pressed the down arrow like a madwoman, somehow convincing the elevator to come quickly enough that I could escape this place before I had to hear him try to explain again. The last I saw of him he was trying to stop the doors from closing and apologizing again, his blue eyes pleading along with his words, but it was no use.

      Whatever we were had all been a lie.
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      Cassian

      I raced down through the stairwell to catch up with Olivia, but she was gone by the time I made it to the main floor of my building. I'd run out of my condo without my phone, so I couldn't even call her. Disgusted at how I'd fucked up, I rode the elevator back up to my place cursing my stupidity and found Rachel standing in the kitchen just where she'd been when she'd succeeded in ruining everything.

      Pushing past her to turn off the stove before pasta and water boiled completely over, I looked at her and felt sick. "Why are you still here?"

      "I hope I didn't do something wrong there. I just came by to see how you were doing."

      I had no idea how she knew I was there with someone, but she knew. "Rachel, I work every Saturday night. There's no reason for you to believe I'd be home, so why are you here?"

      Her expression turned sheepish, and she pressed a smile onto her lips. "I just heard you were out with someone at the club last night and I wanted to know who she was. I never expected to find her here."

      "You're lying. Get the fuck out, Rachel. I don't want you here."

      I leaned against the counter and shook my head at how much I'd fucked everything up. Olivia had just told me she was worried about my past, and not twenty-four hours later, my past showed up acting like the possessive bitch she truly was.

      "Cash, she seems nice. A little wholesome for your taste, but she certainly is a change of pace from your usual. You didn't give her that bruise, did you? I don't remember you being that kind of man."

      Turning to look at Rachel, I stared at the woman I'd once would have given my life for I adored her so much. Perfect with flawless makeup that made her look like the finest airbrushed picture, she was still beautiful in a way that most men would give their left arm for. To me, though, she looked fake. Maybe it was because I knew what ugliness lived under the designer clothes and plastic surgery.

      "I'm not interested in your opinion on my private life. You're not a part of that anymore, so don't let the door hit you on the way out."

      I saw my words stung, but she wasn't about to give up easily. Coming around the island, she stepped in front of me and reached out to touch my face, as if she wanted to console me after ruining everything between me and Olivia. Catching her by the wrist, I held her arm away from me and shook my head.

      "You can't be mad at me, Cassian March. You know that. And I've known you long enough to know this girl will pass. They always do."

      Fighting the urge to squeeze my hand even tighter around her bony wrist, I pushed her back away from me. "You don't get it, do you, Rachel? We're done. As for Olivia, you don't understand that I could care for her because you don't understand me. I'm convinced you never understood me."

      "Don't say that. We loved each other. We always will."

      "I loved you. Fuck, I adored you, Rachel. You were everything to me. And what did I get in return? You cheated on me with the one person I have to see every fucking day! Don't tell me you loved me. Don't."

      She stood there staring at me with that sexy look in her dark eyes she used so expertly on me and every other man she manipulated, and all I could think was I hated her. I hated how naïve I'd been to think she'd ever loved me. I hated how hurt I'd been when she tore my fucking heart out. I hated how empty my life had been since her. And now I hated that the one good thing in my life had been ruined because of her.

      "Cash, baby, don't be mad. If you really wanted me gone, you would have taken my key a long time ago. Admit it. We're right for each other. Whatever this girl means now, it'll pass and we can go back to the way we've been all these years. Nothing has to change."

      "Get the fuck away from me! How can you stand there and act like you know anything about me? All I ever fucking wanted was to share my life with someone so I could leave behind the world of that club every night—someone who knows the kind of man I have to be there and still loves me. That's all I ever wanted, and now that I found someone I might finally be able to have that life with, you come here to make sure I won't have it."

      Suddenly, the femme fatale my estranged wife had been for so long disappeared and the woman I'd loved stood in front of me. "Cash, you really care about this one, don't you?" she asked in a soft voice I hadn't heard her use in years.

      Turning away from her attempt at kindness, I walked past her toward my bedroom. "Leave your key on the counter when you go, Rachel."

      I listened as my front door closed behind her, my mind scrambling for the answer to how I'd ever explain her to Olivia. I couldn't lose the one person who'd made me believe I could have something more than just temporary happiness. Sex wasn't enough anymore. For the first time in years, I had to figure out a way to win back a woman's heart.
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      After spending hours sitting in my car and staring up at Olivia's apartment windows for any sign she'd returned, I had to admit winning her back was going to be harder than I'd thought. I had no idea where she was, and she wouldn't answer my phone calls. She'd mentioned some friend name Josie, but I didn't even know her friend's last name.

      Thinking I'd get my chance to speak to her at work, I waited each day, my heart leaping in my chest whenever I heard footsteps coming toward my office, but she never showed. I couldn't concentrate on work and I hadn't slept since she left my place. By the time I left the club on Tuesday night, I'd nearly gone out of my mind thinking about her, so as I had every night since Saturday, I drove to her house and hoped to find her.

      Parked on the street across from her place like some kind of stalker, I waited and finally saw a light flicker on around three in the morning. Probably too late to be knocking on someone's door, I did it anyway, unable to wait any more.

      I stood outside in her hallway until she finally gave in and answered the door. Her brown eyes still had the same look of hurt in them that I'd seen as she left my place days earlier, but the bruise on her cheek had faded slightly.

      "Cassian, it's late. I need to go to bed."

      She began to close the door, but I stuck my foot in to stop her. "I need to talk to you. Let me just explain."

      "This isn't about you or what you need. Go home to your wife, Cassian."

      She leaned hard against the door, squeezing my foot between it and the doorjamb, but I couldn't let her give up on us yet. "Olivia, let me in. At least let me explain so you know my side. Then I'll go if you want."

      The door stopped crushing my foot, and she finally released it and walked into her living room. Following her, I reached out to touch her, missing how she felt in my arms, but she pushed me away. "Say what you have to say and then go."

      "I'm sorry I didn't tell you about Rachel. I wanted to. I tried at the club Friday night, and then I tried again Saturday. It just never happened."

      Her expression twisted into an angry grimace. "Is that the best you can do? You're a grown man, Cassian. Just admit you lied to me the entire time we were together. At least respect me enough to tell me the truth."

      "It's not the truth. Rachel and I haven't been together as husband and wife for years. I never wanted to lie to you, Olivia. I just never found the right time to admit that I wasn't divorced yet, but I swear to you we aren't together."

      "What's the difference? You aren't divorced, but you aren't with her? Why should I believe you? She obviously has a key to your condo, and she looked right at home there. She's perfect for you. Just the type of woman you probably always go after."

      I stepped toward her, but she backed away with a look of disgust that made my heart feel like it was being squeezed in a vice. "Olivia, listen to me. I know I should have told you, but I swear, there's nothing between me and Rachel. You and I have something great between us. Don't let my stupid screw up ruin it."

      Tears welled in her eyes, and she shook her head. "No. It was bad enough to think that I was just one in a long line of women. I can't be the other woman for you. I won't be."

      I grabbed hold of her shoulders and made her look at me. The pain in her beautiful brown eyes nearly made me look away, but I forced myself to say what was in my heart. "Don't do this. Please. I know I screwed up, but don't let that ruin what we have. You're the only woman for me. She's nothing. Please don't give up on us. Don't give up on me."

      Olivia fought back the tears, but it was no use. They flowed down onto her cheeks as she sobbed, "There's no us, Cassian. There's you and her together and stupid me over here who was dumb enough to believe someone like you. How could I have been so blind?"

      "You weren't blind. She means nothing to me. Olivia, I don't want to lose you. For the first time in a long time, I want more and that's because of you."

      She hung her head and quietly said, "I don't ever want to see you again. I won't be coming back to work either."

      Her words hit me like a fist to the face. Scrambling to find some way to change her mind, I held her close. "You can't afford that. Come back to work, at least. I don't want to lose you there." She shook her head again and I knew I wasn't getting through. Feeling her slip away, I begged, "Jesus, Olivia. Don't do this."

      She yanked her arm from my hold and pounded her fists on my chest as the tears rolled down her face. "Don't do what, Cash? Make you fucking pay for lying to someone who foolishly cared about you? Do you feel bad, Cassian March? Do you?"

      God, the way she looked up at me with all that pain in her eyes killed me. "Olivia, I'm sorry. Please, I—"

      Burying her face in her hands, she sobbed, "Just go. Go back to your life and all the women you can fuck and just leave me alone."

      I wanted to take her into my arms and make it all better, but I couldn't. I'd fucked this up. What I'd always feared would happen had, and I had nobody to blame but myself.

      "I'm sorry, Olivia. I'm sorry."

      I didn't want to walk away and leave her there. If I did, I might never see her again, but she wouldn't listen to me now. All I could do was give her some time and hope if I didn't give up, she wouldn't either.

      

      My phone vibrated in my pocket as I walked back to my car. Checking it, I saw Stefan's name flash across the screen. He was the last person I wanted to talk to. I silenced it and turned my phone off. The only person I wanted to hear from refused to talk to me, so there was no point in keeping it on.

      Heading back to my condo, I thought of hundreds of ways to show Olivia I was sorry, but the reality was as long as I stayed married to Rachel, Olivia and I would never have a chance at anything. Even if I convinced her of how much I cared, I wasn't able to offer her anything more than the present.

      She deserved more than that.

      I crawled into bed and smelled her perfume all over my sheets. Soft and flowery, it was warm and gentle and so her. Closing my eyes, I replayed our time together there as an ache settled into my chest. This was all I had left of her now.

      Someone banging on my front door roused me from my misery, and I answered it hoping that the impossible had happened and Olivia had decided to give us another chance. Instead, I saw Stefan and Kane standing in the hallway looking like they had bad news to deliver.

      "What? Whatever it is, I'm sure it could have waited until I get to the office tomorrow."

      Stefan forced his way into my home and Kane followed, leaving me to close the door and deal with them. Taking a seat on the couch, Kane opened up the laptop he carried and turned it around for me to see.

      "This can't wait."

      "That gorgeous piece of ass from that website who came to interview you published an expose about the club. Ciara whatever the fuck her name is has all sorts of details in this article of hers," Stefan ranted. "You said you had Olivia talk to her and she took care of it."

      I thought back to that day and nodded as I replayed what I'd heard the two of them talk about. "I did. She got nothing from Olivia."

      "Then where the fuck did this Ciara person get all this info about the fantasy rooms, Cash?"

      "I don't know, Stefan."

      "Where has Olivia been anyway? I didn't see her in her office Monday or Tuesday."

      I didn't want to explain to my brother the whole mess I'd made of my relationship with her, so I simply shrugged as if I didn't know what was going on with Olivia. Kane sat silently watching me, and I was sure he already had a sense that something had happened between us.

      "I thought you two were together now, Cash. What's going on?" Stefan pushed further. "You don't think she'd ever do anything to hurt us or the club, do you?"

      There was no way I could believe that. Olivia may have hated me now, but she wasn't vindictive. No way.

      Kane finally spoke and everything I believed was thrown into doubt. "This is what that Ciara girl wrote. 'A playground for Tampa's big spenders, Club X is secretly an illegal sex club frequented by wealthy playboys and some of the most powerful men in our area.'"

      I avoided my brothers' stares, but Kane knew what I'd been up to with Olivia in the fantasy rooms. Was it possible she'd told Ciara that? But members of the club would know those things too.

      "For what it's worth, Cash, I don't think Olivia would ever do that. She's not that type of person."

      I looked at Kane and wanted to believe he was right. The problem was after what had happened between Olivia and me, maybe she felt I deserved something like this. What was the old saying? Hell hath no fury like a woman scorned?

      Inhaling, I let the air out of my lungs slowly and sat back against the couch. "Olivia found out about Rachel before I could tell her. We're finished, at least for now."

      My brothers looked at me like I'd just admitted to committing murder. Their expressions were a mix of shock and confusion. I guessed since neither one of them had seen me with any woman for more than a few hours since Rachel, they'd gotten used to me being a man whore.

      "I thought you were going to tell her Friday night when you were in the fantasy room," Kane said.

      "I tried, but somehow I just never found the right words."

      Stefan looked confused. "Then how did she find out?"

      "Rachel came by Saturday night when Olivia and I were here. She told her she was my wife, and Olivia ran out of here before I could explain exactly what Rachel was."

      "Then that's it. She's pissed at you and took it out on all of us."

      Kane shook his head, still not believing Olivia would do it. "I don't think so, Stefan. Olivia isn't vicious or mean. She's been around all of us for a while now, and even if things didn't work out with Cash, I still don't think she'd betray us. There's got to be another answer."

      "Have you talked to her since Saturday?" Stefan asked.

      I nodded, not wanting to tell them that she'd quit already. With each minute, I began to believe that it had been Olivia who'd been the source for Ciara Danson's article.

      "What did she say? How do you two plan to work together now that you're not together? And by the way, I hope you see that even though I routinely hook up with my bartenders, they don't talk to the press."

      I looked at Stefan and shook my head in disgust. "Your hook ups usually end up in lawsuits that cost us millions, Stefan, so don't start with that shit. As for us working together, Olivia quit, but she can't afford to leave so I don't know where we stand."

      "She quit? Then she definitely is the one who spoke to that website. We need to decide what we're going to do. I say we sue that rag."

      Kane sat back against the couch and looked like he was thinking things through. "I don't think it was Olivia, but I agree with Stefan that we need to do something. You may have been successful in getting the cops and the politicians to become members of the club, but if they think their jobs are in jeopardy because of this website, we'll be on our own. Without them, we can't stay open. Even that fuck Shank won't be around to help."

      Stefan spun the laptop around to face me and pointed at the screen. "Read this."

      My eyes scanned the words just beneath his fingertip. "Club X may appear like your average, run-of-the-mill nightclub, but the upstairs floors hide a dirty little secret. Set up like their own personal brothel, the fantasy rooms at the March brothers' club are little more than a whorehouse for the owners."

      Those words did just what they were intended to do, and I pushed the laptop away. There was no denying it now. Olivia had sold us out to Ciara Danson after what had happened between us, and now the future of my club was in doubt. Fuck!

      I stood and walked over to the window to hide the pain I knew was written all over my face. "I'll call Ben Jessup in the morning and see what our options are. Until we find out, it's business as usual. I'll deal with Shank too, so don't worry. We're not shut down yet."

      "What about Olivia?" Kane asked with a hint of concern in his voice.

      "What about her? She fucking betrayed me—betrayed us—so there's nothing more about Olivia. Let me get some sleep, and I'll let you know what Ben and Shank say after I speak to them."

      As Stefan headed out the door, I heard him say, "Women. Now you see why I only play, Cash. Take your little brother's advice. Fuck 'em and forget 'em."

      How ironic that he, of all people, thought he should give me relationship advice. If I didn't feel like I'd just been gutted, I would have taken a shot at his long deserving face.

      Kane tapped me on the shoulder. "Cash, I think you got it wrong about Olivia."

      Turning to face him, I looked into his blue eyes so similar to mine and saw he was serious. "You heard what that story said. Tell me that doesn't sound like Olivia, Kane."

      "My gut says you're wrong. Don't make any decisions about her just yet, okay? Let me check some things out first before you decide to end it for good."

      I chucked him on the shoulder and pretended like this all wasn't tearing me up inside. "Check all you need to, but she and I are done."

      "Okay, Cash. I'll see you tomorrow. Try to get some sleep."

      He left me standing there looking out at the gorgeous view that had been the reason I bought this place. Fresh off my breakup with Rachel, I'd been looking for somewhere I could have a good time, but what had clinched the sale was this view. All those women I brought here, and never once had I taken the time to just stand there to look out at the world with anyone until Olivia. I'd been so sure she was different from all of them.

      How fucking wrong I'd been.
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      Olivia

      I watched as the door closed and Cash walked out of my life, and all I could think of was how stupid I'd been. There are leagues, Olivia. Who did you think you were kidding thinking you could be with someone like Cassian March?

      Whatever we'd had together had been all in my mind. He'd never cared. He was just another player who cared only about getting laid. I'd been such a fool!

      Curling up on the couch, I couldn't stop the tears from coming again. I'd missed Cash so much the past few days. Each night I'd lay in bed as my mind replayed memories of us, unable to stop myself from wishing he was right there next to me even as I told myself it all had been a lie. I thought I'd cried him out of my system, but just seeing him again tonight had brought all the sadness back like a tidal wave.

      I missed him so much. Not having him next to me made my chest ache. But it didn't matter. Whatever I'd thought we had was nothing but a lie. I had to accept that.

      A knock on my front door shook me from my misery, and I opened it sure I couldn't handle any more of Cash's excuses. I wanted to lash out, and when I saw the person standing in my building's hallway, that rage only intensified. There right in front of me stood Cash's wife in all her model-perfect glory wearing a stunning white and black Calvin Klein sheath dress and sky high black Louboutin pumps with their trademark red soles.

      "Go away. I'm not seeing him anymore, so he's all yours. I hope you two enjoy your life together."

      "Let me in, please. I'd like to talk to you."

      I couldn't believe my ears! She wanted to talk to me? "No. Go away. I have nothing to say to you other than I didn't know he was married. I am sorry about that."

      "Olivia? That's it, right? Olivia? Let me in. I want to explain."

      What on earth could she have to explain? Why would the wronged wife want to explain anything to me? I was the mistress, albeit an unwitting one. Wives didn't explain things to mistresses. "I don't think so, Rachel. Whatever's going on, I don't want to be a part of it."

      She stepped toward the door and placed her hand over mine. "Give me five minutes. I think you'll want to hear what I have to say."

      I looked down at her long fingers tipped with their perfectly manicured red nails and worried if I didn't agree she might gouge my eyes out with those talons. I didn't want to hear what she had to say, but if listening meant the end of this whole ugly mess, then I could spare five minutes. It wasn't like I was going to be sleeping any time soon.

      Standing back, I held the door and watched as she sauntered past me into my apartment. Instantly, I felt out of place in my own home. "What do you want to say, Rachel?"

      She sat down on the couch and waved me over. "Come. I want to tell you the story of Cassian March."

      I plopped down in my favorite chair and crossed my arms. "I already know that story. It's an oldie and not a goodie. He's a player and I got played. What I can't figure out is why you're here to say anything to me about him. I already told you I won't be bothering with him anymore. He's all yours."

      Rachel shook her head. "No, he hasn't been mine for a long time. And just in case you're wondering who left who, he left me."

      I couldn't hide my surprise at that bit of news. "Really?"

      She flashed me a million dollar smile. "I bet you didn't think any man would ever leave someone like me. Not true. Cassian left me and he had good reason to."

      Nothing like being humble. "I can't imagine what that could be."

      "I cheated on him with his brother Stefan."

      Suddenly, all the nasty looks and comments Cash had made about his brother made sense. No wonder he hadn't wanted me to spend any time around Stefan. "He obviously forgave you. You're still in his life."

      "I don't think he's ever forgiven either of us, but Stefan is blood. I don't know why he kept me around for so long."

      "I think it's a bit disingenuous to sit here and tell me you don't know why your husband kept you in his life, Rachel. He still loves you. It's that simple."

      She shook her head and frowned. "No, he doesn't. I wanted to think he still loved me all this time, but it was too easy for him to tell me he didn't want me in his life anymore when he met you. I never had a chance once you showed up on the scene."

      A sudden laugh escaped from my throat, and I quickly covered my mouth. "I'm sorry. I didn't mean to laugh at what seems to really bother you, but you never had a chance once he met me? You've got to be kidding me. I have eyes, you know. No man would choose me over you."

      "He did. He told me a while ago that he wasn't interested in having me in his life anymore. I think he might have kept me around all this time just to punish me, or maybe it was to punish himself. I'm not sure. All I know is that he told me he didn't want to see me anymore, and I knew by that look in his eyes that he was crazy about someone. He told me you were different from anyone he'd ever been with, and I knew I'd lost him for good this time."

      "When did you two separate?"

      "Right after he caught me with Stefan five years ago. You should have seen him before I did that. The Cassian you know who's so cold and controlled all the time didn't exist back then. God, he was so incredible. I fell in love with him the day I met him. He was so sweet. That's the only way I can describe him then. He fell hard for me, and I felt like the luckiest woman in the world."

      "And then you cheated on him with his brother." I couldn't stop myself from showing her my disgust. She'd had an incredible man, and she'd thrown him away, just like I imagined she threw away whatever else she didn't give a damn about. Women like her saw everything as disposable, including people.

      For a moment, Rachel's perfect face twisted in what looked like pain but then the façade returned along with that fabulous smile. "Not exactly. We fell in love and married. He was young and wealthy and I'd snagged one of the hottest guys in town. Then everything changed. He wanted a family, but I liked our life like it was. You see, our Cassian isn't by his nature the man whore he's been for so long. He wants a wife who'll give him children so he can escape the life he has to live at work, but I wasn't that woman. I wanted the man he'd been when I met him—wild and sexy and devoted to me."

      "Why Stefan then? Because he's a player who wouldn't get serious?"

      "I don't know. We were thrown together so often and it just happened. Before I knew it, I'd cheated on my husband and he found out."

      "Then why didn't he divorce you if he didn't want you back?"

      "One word. Pre-nup. He never had me sign one. He was so in love that he never even asked. I think he believes if he divorces me I'll make damn sure I get as much of that club as I can."

      "Wouldn't you? It looks like you can afford the best lawyers in town, so you'd probably keep him and his brothers in court with that for ages, all the while making his life and theirs a living hell."

      "I don't want that club of his. All I wanted was him, but that's not going to happen."

      "So you still love him?" I asked, needing to know, even though it didn't matter anymore.

      "I do. I'd take him back in a heartbeat. I've always loved him, but I ruined what we had. I know that. I'd just always hoped he wouldn't find anyone else and we'd get back together eventually. I thought that was going to happen since all he's dated since me were women he just wanted to sleep with. Until you. Once you came along, I knew any hope of us getting back together was gone."

      "Why are you telling me all of this, Rachel? Nothing's changed. You're still his wife, and he still lied about you."

      "Because for the first time in years, he was happy. That was because of you. Those beautiful blue eyes that for so long seemed so cold finally had that look back in them that he used to have with me. That was you. You did that for him."

      I cut her off because I just couldn't hear any more. "I'm sorry, Rachel. I'm just not—"

      "Maybe I'm hoping that by telling you this he'll finally be happy and I'll have some good karma. I never wanted to hurt him, and I certainly don't want to see him miss out on the happiness he deserves. I'd hoped it could be with me, even after what I did, but I know that's not possible."

      I'd heard enough. Standing to show her to the door, I shook my head. "He's still married to you, Rachel. As long as that doesn't change, he and I can never be anything."

      She walked toward me and stopped to open her purse. Reaching in, she took out a stack of papers and held them up to show me. "I'm giving him these tomorrow. As long as he signs them, we won't be married for much longer. I want nothing from him, so I won't be dragging this out to hurt him or his brothers. The way is cleared for you. I won't cause you any problems from now on."

      I leaned forward to read the words on the paper and saw she was telling the truth. Looking up at her, I asked, "Why are you doing this, Rachel?"

      "It's just time. I figure if Cassian can find happiness, maybe I can too, but that can't happen if we stay stuck in the past together. Give him a chance, Olivia. You might just get to see that man he was before I hurt him."

      I closed the door behind her and remembered how open and gentle Cash had been the last time we were together. I'd already seen that man, and I missed him.

      But could I go back to him?
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      Josie sipped on her morning coffee and listened as I told her everything, from Jake's attacking me to Cash having a wife who looked like one of the Real Housewives of Beverly Hills, stopping me every so often just to make sure she understood my story. When I finished, I sat back in my chair and let out a sigh. "So that's the whole story. Now what do I do?"

      "I have no idea. All I know is that for someone who's supposed to be so fucking boring, you live one hell of a life. I guess you have to take things one at a time. What are you going to do about Jake?"

      "There's nothing to do about Jake. I'm done with him. He hated being stuck in the friend zone? Well, now he can fuck himself because I don't even want to be friends with him. And with what I heard Cash do when I was at his place, Jake's going to need friends now more than ever."

      "Did you tell Erin yet? You know she's had it bad for him forever."

      "No. How can I tell her the guy she obviously idolizes attacked me? But he said something about being with both of you. Do you know anything about that?"

      Josie sneered at my mention of her with Jake. "No. If she's been with him, it's news to me and not good news. I knew he was a shit way back when. His problem has always been the same. He's spoiled rich and thinks he can have whatever he wants because of it. I hope Cash ruined him for what he did to you."

      "I think at some point I'm going to have to tell Erin what happened, Josie. What if he tried to do something like that to her too?"

      "Jake's an ass, but I never thought he'd do something so awful, Liv. Erin just can't see how much he's not that boy from high school anymore. I can't tell her. She won't listen to a word from me about him."

      "I don't know how I'm going to handle that. I don't give a shit about his feelings, but Erin is a good friend."

      "I'd say dealing with her is going to be easy compared to deciding what to do about you and Cash."

      "I know you aren't his number one fan. You probably think I should leave him in the rearview mirror, right?"

      She shook her head and rolled her eyes at me. "You always think I dislike your guys, Liv. That's not true. I just want to be sure he deserves you. He is still married. That fact is inescapable."

      Looking down at my hands in my lap, I mumbled at her succinct statement of the hardest part of the whole thing with him. "I know."

      "But unlike other married men who say they're not with their wives, he actually told the truth. Add to that the bizarre visit and confession from the barracuda, and I have to wonder if the marriage thing is as big a deal as you first thought." Chuckling, she added, "I mean, it's not every mistress who gets a visit from the wife pleading with her to go with the husband."

      "Thank you, but if we can never call me that again, that would be good."

      Josie reached over and slapped my knee. "Oh, come on. It's got a sexy, reality TV show vibe to it, don't you think? Olivia, the mistress, is visited late one night by the wife, Rachel Barracuda, hell bent on convincing the other woman to take her man, no matter what."

      "Really? No, thank you, and if it had been reality TV, there would have been hair pulling and screaming. Sorry to disappoint, but all we did was talk."

      Josie's eyes lit up with excitement. "And one of you would have ended up naked just in time for him to walk in and join you both."

      I nearly choked on my coffee. "Uh, that's porn, not reality TV, Josie!"

      "Sorry. I told you I'm living vicariously through you these days. I guess I need to get out and get my own life, huh?"

      "Could we get back to my mess and deal with your lack of a life later? What would you do if you were in my shoes?"

      She took a deep breath and blew it out until there was no more air left to expel. "I'd go back to him, especially since you know Rachel is filing for divorce. I'm never a fan of lying, but it's not like he had a little wife at home with some kids he was stepping out on. That relationship has been dead for a while. Plus, you need that job, Liv, and you like it there."

      "I can get another job."

      "Okay. Then it's all about Cassian."

      That had been the truth since the first moment I laid eyes on him. "I can't get another Cash."

      She smiled sweetly. "Then there's your answer, Liv."

      "Now I just have to find the courage to go back to my job in a few hours wearing my heart on my sleeve. No sweat, right?"

      Standing, Josie took her mug out to the kitchen and returned to where I sat to grab her purse. "The course of true love never did run smooth."

      "Shakespeare before nine a.m.?"

      She flung her purse over her shoulder and shrugged. "I know. I'm a wild woman today. Call me with all the details, but remember, you got this. The guy's crazy about you, Liv. Now you just have to show him you're crazy about him. You two can work this out."

      "Yeah, I know. I'll call you later."

      I finished my coffee and with caffeine coursing through my veins, I summoned the courage to go back to my job and Cassian March. At least I could believe it wasn't as if his brothers knew everything that had happened between us. This was between Cash and me.

      Why didn't that make me feel any better?
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      Olivia

      I parked my car in my usual spot outside of the Club X building and closed my eyes to calm my nerves. My stomach had been doing somersaults from the moment I left my apartment, and now that I sat just yards away from where Cash was, I thought I might throw up from fear. What if he'd changed his mind after I sent him away? I'd tried to call him three times that morning, and each time my call had been sent to voicemail.

      Checking out my look in the mirror, I tried to reassure myself that Josie was right. Cash was crazy about me. Now I had to show him I was crazy about him.

      You can do this.

      I hoped that Beck's Loser playing on the radio at that moment wasn't a sign or bad omen. Pushing that silly thought out of my mind, I took one last deep breath and headed toward the front door. I could do this. This was the new Olivia, Version 2.0, and she could handle this, no problem.

      The bar area looked empty as it always did when the club was closed, and as I walked through I looked for Stefan or Kane, but they didn't seem to be anywhere nearby. All the better. I wasn't in the mood to make small talk. I'd practiced what I would say to Cash half a dozen times on the drive there, and I didn't want to forget it all by getting stuck in some distracting conversation, particularly with Stefan.

      As I approached my office, I saw a box sitting next to my door. I got closer and realized it contained everything from my office. He'd taken me seriously when I said I quit. My bravado sank to its lowest point. This was not going according to plan already.

      Cash's door was slightly ajar, so I knocked lightly and peeked my head in hoping to be greeted by his typical workday smile. He looked up from his laptop and instead of seeing a smile, all I saw were his eyes ice cold staring back at me.

      "Do you have a minute? I'd like to talk to you, if you're free."

      "Olivia, your things are in the box outside of your office. Your last paycheck will be direct deposited in your account, as usual."

      And with that he returned to typing away on his laptop, effectively dismissing me. I stood there with my cheek pressed up to the side of his door in shock. Why was he acting so cold toward me? What had changed?

      I pushed the door open and stepped into his office, closing it behind me so we could have this discussion in private. He looked up as the door clicked closed, but again returned his attention to his work, leaving me standing there feeling awkward and unwanted.

      "Cash, about my resignation. I've thought about it and I'd really like it if we could sit down and talk about things," I said quietly, my plans barely holding up under his frigid reception.

      Without even looking up, he said, "I'm not interested in talking about anything. Your things are outside in the box."

      His tone was so cold, so distant, that I stepped back feeling like I'd been slapped across the face. This man who'd been so wonderful now refused to even acknowledge my request to speak to him. What had happened?

      "Why are you being like this? I thought we could…that you…What's changed between us, Cash?"

      He spun his laptop around to face me. "This changed between us, Olivia."

      I sat down in front of his desk and began reading an article on the club written by Ciara Danson. Somehow, she'd found a way to get information only available to members, and she'd gone to town ripping Cash and his brothers as "owners of a modern day whorehouse" and "overgrown boys who used their business as a front to satisfy their own depraved desires." The entire article smacked of ignorance and petty jealousy, and by the time I finished reading what Ciara had written, I understood what had changed.

      He thought I'd betrayed him and everything we'd had together.

      I looked up and saw his expression full of hatred for me. "I didn't do this, Cash. You can't believe I'd ever do something like this to you and your brothers."

      "Tell me that doesn't sound exactly like something you'd say. That it doesn't sound like what you wanted to say to me when you left my place the other night."

      "No, I was hurt. I'll admit that, but I wouldn't do that to you. I care about you. You have to know that."

      He turned his laptop around toward him and stared over it at me. "I don't know anything like that. All I know is that reporter wrote things only a member could know, and of all the members, you're the only one I see with a reason to want this place closed."

      "No! That's not true. I came here today to tell you I wanted to keep working here…" I stopped and tried to collect my thoughts as my mind reeled from his hurtful words. "I came here because I wanted to tell you that I miss you. I'd hoped we could try again."

      "There's nothing more to try."

      I fought back the tears as his words felt like they were cutting into my heart. This time he didn't turn away but just stared at me with a look full of hate. My emotions began to spin out of control, and I scrambled for anything that would convince him I wasn't the one who'd betrayed him.

      "Don't do this, Cash. I swear I never spoke to her, except that day right here in your office. I wouldn't do that, no matter how hurt I was about what happened the other day. You have to believe me. I didn't do that."

      He sat there saying nothing, his expression emotionless like everything he'd felt for me had hardened over. I'd never felt so alone just inches away from another person in my entire life.

      "Cash, please listen to me. I thought about what you said last night and you were right. I don't want to throw away what we have. Please…"

      My words weren't getting through. He sat there just staring at me, his blue eyes so icy I wanted to look away. All the sexiness and tenderness they'd held in the past were gone. When he finally spoke again, his words crushed me.

      "Go home, Olivia. There's nothing here for you anymore."

      I stood to leave, stunned at how distant and uncaring he'd been and unsure what to do next. I couldn't leave things like this, but he wasn't even listening to me. I walked out to collect my things from the cardboard box and couldn't hold back the tears any longer when I saw the nameplate he'd had made for me right after I began working for him. Running my fingers over the gold outline of my name, I cried as I remembered how wonderful things had been then.

      A voice behind me quietly said my name, and I looked up to see Kane standing over me. I lifted the box and struggled to wipe my tears away so he didn't see me falling apart right there outside my former office.

      "Hey, I was just getting my stuff. I guess you know all about what happened and you think I told that Ciara woman everything too."

      Kane reached out and took the box from my arms. "Here, let me take this. Let's go into the club and talk for a minute."

      I followed him, still a wreck emotionally from Cash's coldness but happy at least one of them didn't think I'd betrayed their trust. He set the box down on the bar and waved someone over. I turned to see Stefan smiling at me.

      "Hey, Olivia. I see Cash is still not feeling in a forgiving mood. Not that I think you were part of that Ciara's story."

      "He thinks I told her things, but I swear to you both I didn't do that. I have no idea how she found out details about the fantasy rooms, but it wasn't me," I sobbed, unable to stop the tears from streaming down my cheeks again. Drying my eyes, I added, "I told Cash all that too, but he won't listen."

      "My brother's stubborn," Stefan said with a smile. "Don't worry. Once we figure out who was behind this, he'll warm up again."

      I hung my head, embarrassed I couldn't keep it together in front of these two men. "I don't think so. He was so distant toward me you'd swear we'd never been anything but strangers to one another."

      "That's how you can tell you got to him. When Cash is hurt, he goes into himself. It's like he presses a button and the walls just go up around him."

      It didn't help to think I'd gotten to him as the memory of his iciness replayed in my mind. Never before had anyone shut me out so completely and so effortlessly, or at least it seemed that way.

      "You can deal with Cash later, but for now, who do you think could have been Ciara's source?" Kane asked.

      I shook my head. "I have no idea. I've never seen her since that day in his office."

      "Well, I saw her Monday night outside with some guy. Tall, dirty blond hair, acted like a jackass when he couldn't get in. They seemed very interested in one another, but he couldn't be her source since he couldn't even get in the door."

      Kane's words rang in my ears. "Tall with dirty blond hair? Was he wearing a black watch with a huge face?"

      "Yeah. You know him?"

      Before I could answer, Stefan slammed his hand down on the bar. "Jake! After Cash made me void his membership the other day, I knew Richfield was pissed. I told him to just let Cash calm down, that it likely wasn't anything that had to be permanent, but he threatened to make him pay for what he'd done. I figured he was just blowing off steam."

      I raised my hand to my face to cover the last of the bruise that hadn't completely faded from my cheek. "Jake's all about blowing off steam these days, it seems."

      Stefan leaned down and narrowed his eyes to look at me. "Did something happen with Jake and you? Is that what made Cash go all scorched earth on him?"

      Nodding, I looked away, embarrassed. "Yeah. It's no big deal."

      "Fuck it isn't. Jake hit you? If I'd have known, I'd have kicked Richfield's ass the minute I got off the phone with Cash. Are you okay?"

      "I'm fine. I'm more worried about what Ciara Danson's article is going to do to the club than a bruise or two from some jackass. Isn't there anything that can be done about it?"

      "I think it's time for me to pay Miss Danson a visit," Kane said with a smile. "You know, to convince her and her boss that the article needs to go."

      I could only imagine what Kane would do to the flirty Ciara Danson. She'd likely try to use her feminine charms on him, but I didn't see that ploy working on someone like Kane. But if it was Jake who talked to her, I wanted to hear the truth from her firsthand.

      "I want to go with you," I said, forgetting how scary this brother could be. He looked over at me and raised his eyebrows, like I'd just made the most bizarre suggestion, but merely shrugged after a moment. "Since Jake likely did this because of me, I'd like to know for sure if he's her source."

      "That's fine with me. We might even stop over at his place if I'm in the mood after talking to her. Just so you know."

      Stefan moved to join us, but Kane held his hand up to stop him. "You stay here with Cash. I'll let you know what happens."

      "I'm not exactly the person he wants to be around when his love life is crashing down around him, you know?"

      I shot him a knowing glance as Kane answered, "And you think he'd be happier with you and Olivia going somewhere together?"

      A sly smile spread across Stefan's lips. "Point taken. Give Jake a shot for me. Better yet, I'll handle that myself." He turned toward me and put his hand on my shoulder. "Don't worry about Cash, Olivia. It'll all work out."

      As I turned to follow Kane, I mumbled, "I hope so. Right now, I can't see it."
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      Spending time with Kane turned out to be far different than what I'd expected. The largest and scariest Club X brother said almost nothing to me the entire time we rode to the offices of All The Rage in his black 69 Mustang, but strangely enough, the silence didn't make me uncomfortable. Unlike with Cash, Kane not talking felt right.

      We walked into the building where Ciara Danson worked and found her sitting in a cubicle on the second floor. The look on her smarmy face showed she recognized me immediately, but I noticed unlike when she'd come to interview Cash, she wasn't dressed so her coworkers could see all the blessings that God had given her. She'd have to use something else if she intended to charm this brother.

      "I guess you saw the article, Miss Lucas. Your boss is probably very unhappy, but I'd have thought he'd come here himself instead of sending his secretary and one of the club's bouncers."

      Amused by her ignorance, I smiled and said, "Ciara, this is Kane. He's one of the owners of Club X."

      She looked him up and down, obviously liking what she saw, and smacked her lips. "Nice to meet you, Kane. I'm sorry, but I didn't realize there was a third brother involved in the club. All my source told me about was Cassian and Stefan. If they had told me about you…"

      Kane stared down at her with his usual steely look, unfazed by her attempt at flirting with him. "Let me tell you what's going to happen, Miss Danson. I'm going to turn around and go speak to your boss. When he asks me why I think you should get rid of that article, I'm going to explain to him just who Ciara Danson is. Seems you've had a few run-ins with the law, and from what I hear, that degree of yours isn't all you claim it to be. Florida State is a big school, but with the right man searching, it's easy to find out the truth."

      The tone in his deep, raspy voice should have told her to stop while she was ahead, but Ciara wasn't going to give up so easily. Looking up at him with her big blue eyes, she said syrupy sweet, "I don't know what you're talking about, but perhaps we could meet over a few drinks and discuss this."

      Kane let her speak and then continued, "Now you can delete that article and everything associated with it and keep your job snooping into exciting events like pie eating contests and other nonsense worthy of your time, or you can claim some kind of journalistic ethics and I can go in there and get you fired. Your choice."

      I'd never heard Kane say so much at one time. Ciara stared up at him with a stunned look, like she'd just been slapped across the face. Everything seemed to stop for a moment, and then she turned in her seat to face her laptop. "Fine. You win."

      She typed a few words and before our eyes the article disappeared from the site. When she claimed it was all gone, Kane walked behind her and leaned over her to type his own words onto a screen I'd never seen on my computer. A few keystrokes later, he stood up to his full height and returned to my side.

      "And now you're going to tell us who your source was," Kane said in a flat voice.

      "It's not enough that I deleted everything?" Ciara whined, all her charm and flirtatiousness gone now.

      "No. Tell Olivia who your source was, or I'm heading into your boss's office."

      Ciara hesitated, and Kane turned to walk away. "Okay! His name was Jake. I met him outside the club the other night when he was denied entrance, even though he's a member. I heard him bitching about the owners, and I figured he was ripe for the picking. He told me everything."

      Hearing her confirm what I already suspected didn't make the betrayal any easier. Kane threatened Ciara with revealing her past one more time before we left, and then we headed back to his car. Closing the car door, I turned to face him, dying to know what she'd done to get arrested.

      "You have to tell me. What did the lovely Ciara do to get in trouble?"

      Kane started the engine and shifted the car into gear. With a slight smile, he said, "Our little Ciara has a penchant for the five-finger discount. And her real name isn't Ciara Danson. It's Cheryl."

      "Shoplifting? And a new, sexy name? How did you find out?"

      "That's my job, Olivia. I handle all the dirty work for Club X—the sex, the fantasies, and finding out things about the people who want to come to the club." He turned his head and smiled at me. "And yes, I know all about you. That's why I was pretty sure you didn't do this."

      "There's not much to know, I guess. Investigating me must have taken all of five minutes."

      His smile grew bigger, and he chuckled. "You're one of the rare people I've met in this business. You have no real vices, no problems with the law, and from all reports, you're honest."

      "Pretty boring, huh?"

      "Not so much. Seems to me those are the perfect qualities for an executive assistant."

      Kane's allusion to my working for Cash again buoyed my spirits. We pulled up to the front of the club, but it was obvious that Kane had other places to go rather than return to work. I would have felt better if he was with me when I walked back into the club, but I had a feeling I knew where he was going.

      "You aren't coming in?"

      Shaking his head, he narrowed his eyes to slits. "No. I'm going to pay Jake Richfield a visit."

      "Oh. Okay. I'd say be careful, but I think he's the one who needs to worry about that."

      Kane chuckled low and looked over at Club X. "I think you have a box to take care of. Tell Stefan I'll be back later."

      "Okay." I got out of the car and leaned back in through the window. "And thanks for believing in me, Kane. I appreciate it."

      "Any time, Olivia. Don't worry about Cash. Things have a way of working out."

      "Yeah. But hey, if this is the last time I see you because I don't have a job anymore, it was nice meeting you. You turned out to be way different than I thought you were. Even if what you do isn't exactly legal."

      That rare, genuine Kane smile brightened up his face and went all the way to his blue eyes. "The club is the club. I let Cash worry about the legality of it. As for me, don't tell anyone how I really am. I won't be able to do my job if people think I'm a nice guy. Let that be our little secret."

      "Got it."

      As he drove away, I looked at the front door of Club X with a lump in my throat. Whatever lay behind that door, I had to face it, even if it meant the end of my time there.
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      Cassian

      Staring down at the papers in front of me, I breathed a sigh of relief. All I had to do was sign on the bottom line and my marriage to Rachel would be over. No muss. No fuss. No dragging my brothers and me through hell so she could peel off a piece of the club for herself. She'd given me everything I'd hoped for.

      Before she'd left, I asked her the natural question, knowing I shouldn't look a gift horse in the mouth but needing to ask anyway. I had to know. Why now? Why, after years apart, was she willing to walk away amicably now?

      Her answer? Uncharacteristically philosophical for a woman who cared more about the outside of people than the inside. "This is a chance for us to be happy, Cassian. Take it and don't look back."

      Looking back was what I'd done for so long I wasn't sure I knew how to look ahead anymore. My life since that night I caught her and my brother together had been one long look back wishing what I'd believed was real. Every woman I'd slept with since then had been an effort to avoid looking forward to a future I didn't want to admit.

      In some way, never divorcing Rachel meant never having to move on. As wrong as that was, it was also comforting. A meaningless marriage, it still gave me an excuse not to get serious about anyone. Somewhere deep inside I'd always known it was a cop out, but it was safe.

      Then Olivia came along and safe went out the window.

      I had a choice to make. I could either spend my life alone, sleeping with women for what they gave me physically, or I could listen to that voice inside me that had been whispering that same refrain since nearly the minute I'd met her.

      She could be the one.

      

      Kane sat in his office doing whatever the hell he did during the day. I tapped on the door, unable to contain my curiosity anymore. He looked up from his laptop and shot me a casual glance as he closed it.

      "Stefan told me what Ciara Danson said."

      "Yeah, it turned out pretty much how I thought it would. I think the only reason she didn't offer to fuck me right there in her cubicle was because Olivia was with me, though. That woman's got desperate written all over her."

      "So you took care of it?"

      "Fucking Ciara?"

      I stood silently staring at him, not in the mood for brotherly ass busting. "The article."

      "All taken care of, Cash. Club X is safe again."

      "Good."

      Stretching his arms above his head, Kane laced his fingers together and cracked his knuckles. "And I took care of Jake Richfield too, but that was more for fun than anything else. Men who hit women are fucking scumbags. They need to be taught a lesson."

      "Good."

      "What about Shank? What does he have to say about all of this?"

      "He's coming by later, so we'll have to see."

      He waited for me to speak again, but I simply nodded and turned to leave. As much as I wanted to know what, if anything, Olivia had said to him, I couldn't bring myself to ask.

      "Do you still have an assistant? I didn't see her when I got back."

      "I don't know."

      "You should have known she wouldn't do that to you or us, Cash. Not all women are like Rachel. For what it's worth, I like Olivia. She's genuine. That can't be said about many people anymore."

      "Yeah."

      "Maybe it's time to let go of the past."

      I looked at him, surprised at his words. "You're going to tell me to let go of the past?"

      "This isn't about me, Cash. I fight to escape my past every day. It seems like you're happy to be stuck there."

      "Thanks, Kane. I'll see you later."

      "My pleasure. Advice is always free."

      

      John Sheridan strolled into my office about an hour later with a look on his ugly face that told me he thought our recent misstep with Ciara Danson gave him the upper hand. Taking a seat in front of my desk, he leaned back and shook his head. "Fucking female reporter. You know she's got a record? Petty theft or some kind of bullshit like that."

      "Give me a minute, John. I want my brothers here for this." I picked up the phone and told Kane to come down to my office. Stefan's phone just rang until his damn voicemail picked up, as usual. He was probably in his office fucking some girl.

      "No problem. Better if we're all on the same page anyway."

      Kane showed up quickly but had no idea where Stefan was. It didn't matter. It wasn't like he had any real part in anything that involved Shank anyway. Taking a seat next to the cop, Kane looked across my desk at me and gave me a knowing smile. We'd been through enough of these meetings that he sensed my distaste for them and Shank.

      "Stefan is out at the moment, John, so let's get started. Can we still count on your help with the police?" I asked, figuring it was best to take the bull by the horns. If he wanted more money or some other perk, we might as well get it all out on the table now.

      "That reporter bitch could have made things difficult for me, Cassian. Thank God it disappeared so quickly."

      I smiled at my half-brother, agreeing for once with Shank. "That was Kane's handiwork, thankfully."

      Shank turned his head and looked at Kane. Chuckling, he said, "Well, thank Kane then. You work fast, son."

      "I know my job."

      "So how are things looking on your end, John? Can we still count on you?"

      Shank twisted his hideous face into an expression that made it seem like he was thinking for a moment about what I asked. I had a feeling he might want an increase in the twenty thousand we gave him every month, but he'd stick to our agreement.

      "I think I can see my way to making sure my fellow cops don't have this place on their radar, but you need to make sure things like that article don't happen. I think it's going to be slightly more to make sure things stay cool, though."

      I shot Kane a glance and then turned my attention back to Shank. "How much?"

      "Another five grand will do it, I think."

      Five thousand more wasn't exactly good news, but we needed Shank's protection, and until we found some other means of keeping the police off our backs, whatever he wanted would be what he got.

      "Fine. Five thousand it is."

      Shank got up to leave and clapped Kane on the shoulder. "Good to see you two again, and Cassian, thank you for giving my little girl a job. She tells me she loves it already."

      "She does?" I shot a look at Kane to see if he'd met Shank's daughter yet and he shook his head. I hadn't met her, so how could she be working for us already?

      "Oh yeah. She tells me Stefan is taken good care of her."

      The idea of Stefan's brand of taking care of someone sent a chill down my spine. Fucking around with Shank's daughter was the last thing I needed him to do. Plastering a smile on my face, I nodded and prayed that my brother wasn't doing anything that would cost us more money or worse, our lives.

      "Good to hear it. Until next month, John."

      "Until next month."

      I waited until he left the building and turned to Kane. "I didn't hire his daughter. Did you check her out?"

      Kane shook his head. "No. I would have noticed someone with the last name Sheridan."

      "Fucking Stefan! We need to find him now."

      Kane took out his cell phone and called him, but like his office phone, there was no answer on his cell either. Only God knew where he was or what he was up to.

      "I don't know, Cash. If he's fucking around with Shank's daughter, we're going to have bigger problems than some minor league reporter."

      "Have you seen anyone new behind the bar?"

      "No, but then again, I haven't been paying attention. Have you?"

      Rubbing my temples to ease the headache already making my eyes hurt, I admitted, "No. I've been a bit preoccupied."

      Kane smiled at my allusion to Olivia. "Making any progress? Has she at least agreed to come back to work?"

      "Yeah, she'll be back on Monday."

      "Just as your assistant?"

      Nodding, I tried to make it seem like that was good enough. "Yeah. I think it'll be fine."

      He said nothing, but I saw in his eyes that he knew having her back in my life as my assistant would never be enough for me. With all that I had to handle with Stefan and Shank and everything in the club, I never needed what Olivia offered more. I just had to hope someday soon she'd take me back.
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      I entered Olivia's office and found her busy at work on her laptop like she'd been every day since she returned to her position as my assistant a week before. Each day I watched her arrive at eleven and thought about finally talking about what happened between us—not the Ciara Danson bullshit but how I'd stupidly jumped to the wrong conclusion and shut her out like only I could. But I hadn't said a thing about it, instead letting each day pass with not a word between us other than work talk.

      She looked up from her computer and gave me a forced smile that never reached her eyes. "Do you need something, Cassian?"

      Her tone told me she could do icy as well as I could. Fuck, being shut out stung. My walls shot up around me, like they always did when I sensed I could be hurt. I should have fought to say something to her, but I just shook my head and walked away back into my office.

      I couldn't go on like this much longer. I spent every waking minute thinking about her. I missed the sound of her voice, the smell of her perfume, everything that made her so different from everyone else in my life.

      But whatever I did to get her back had to be right. It had to show her how much she meant to me since telling her wasn't going to be enough after what I'd done.

      Just before nine, I heard Olivia close her office door. Unlike so many nights before, she didn't peek her head in to say goodnight. I watched from my desk as she walked into the club and my chest ached from how empty I felt without her in my life.

      Stefan came in just as she faded from view. As always, he was the last person I wanted to see. Before he could sit down, I held my hand up to stop him. "I'm leaving, so whatever you want will have to wait."

      He ignored my warning and sat down anyway. Leaning forward to rest his forearms on my desk, he said, "I know. I just wanted to say I'm sorry."

      A parade of ideas as to what he was sorry for marched through my mind. With Stefan, I never knew. "What are you talking about, Stefan?"

      Looking down at the floor, he answered quietly, "Rachel. I'm sorry, Cash."

      A flash of rage tore through me. Now he wanted to apologize? "What's this about, little brother? For five years you didn't seem to need to apologize. Now you feel the need to?"

      Stefan looked up at me and grimaced. "I never meant to hurt you. I don't know why it happened. I know it should have never happened."

      "Why are you telling me this now? Because Rachel and I are getting divorced? You want her? Feel free."

      He shook his head. "No. We were never anything permanent. By the time you two fell apart, we were done. I just saw how this Olivia thing affected you and wanted to say I was sorry for what I did."

      I moved from behind my desk to stand in front of him. "Stefan, Rachel and I didn't fall apart. You and she tore us apart."

      Looking up at me with the same look he always gave our mother to get out of trouble, he nodded. "I know. There's nothing I can do about it now, but I thought you should know I'm sorry."

      He stood to his full height, still two inches shorter than my six foot two inches, and stuck out his hand. I stared down at it in amazement, unsure what he expected me to do. "So we're going to shake on it and then what? We're all good?"

      "Jesus, Cash. How long are you going to let this eat you up? I fucked up. I know. You'll never trust me again. I get it. But Christ, you're moving on with Olivia. You can't move on with me?"

      Ignoring how wrong he was about Olivia, I snapped at him, "You sleep with my wife and I'm supposed to move on. Is that right? Let me guess. You have some bullshit excuse like our father never loved you like he loved me. Was that it?"

      "Says the son who the sun rose and fucking set on. You get to be Cassian March IV, the heir to our father's name, and I get to be Stefan, the spare."

      "So this is your apology for sleeping with my wife and ruining my marriage? You felt unloved by our father, so you thought fucking my wife would make up for that?" I barked at him, not believing what I was hearing.

      "Whatever. You wouldn't understand. You're the son who always got everything."

      I cocked back my arm to finally pummel the fuck out of his face, to finally live out that dream I'd had night after night for months after finding out what he'd done to betray me. I'd played out in my mind over and over what I wanted to do to make him suffer like he'd made me suffer. Now, though, other than wanting to lay him out like I used to when we were teenagers, I couldn't bring myself to keep my anger at him alive anymore.

      I didn't hit him. Even though I hated his bullshit "Daddy never loved me enough" excuse, I stopped myself. Instead, I gave him the forgiveness I hoped Olivia would give me. Lowering my hand, I said, "Maybe it is time to move on, Stefan. You're my brother, my blood. I can't go on hating you."

      "See? I knew you couldn't stay angry at me forever," he said with that stupid smile on his face. "Don't worry. I won't ever do it again."

      Leveling my gaze on him, I let my anger out one last time. "I swear to God if you ever try anything with Olivia, I'll kill you, Stefan."

      The smile slowly slid from his face, and he raised his hands in front of him as he backed up toward the door. "I get it. I won't fuck up again. "

      I walked around to sit down behind my desk, exhausted by Stefan's need for confession and Olivia's unwillingness to forgive me. Closing my laptop, I thought about what I could do to get her back. Day after day, the pain of missing her had grown until my chest felt empty and hollow.

      "Cash, you okay?"

      Looking up, I nodded at Stefan and forced a smile. "Yeah. I'm fine."

      "If this is what love makes a man look like, I don't ever want it. You look shit, big brother."

      "Thanks."

      "She still won't forgive you? You know, you have this coming. You do that shut everyone out thing that you don't realize how much it bothers people."

      "Don't you have a club to run or some bartender to molest?"

      "I was just trying to give some brotherly advice. Thought I could help."

      This was the second time in a week my brothers thought their advice was warranted. "You too? First Kane and then you with the advice on my personal life."

      Stefan twisted up his expression. "Don't listen to Kane, whatever you do. What would he know about love?"

      I thought about everything I knew about my half-brother's life before we'd begun working together at the club. "I'd say a whole lot more than you. The man did time for a woman he loved. I don't think you can make the same claim."

      My younger brother snorted his disgust at Kane's chivalry. "Thank God! Like I'd ever go to prison for any reason, especially love. And if that's what love does to a man, fuck that. Look at you and him. He's done time and you're more miserable than I'd ever seen you. You two should do what I do—avoid love like the plague. It's does nothing but ruin a man."

      At that moment I remembered Shank's daughter and the real possibility that Stefan was already fucking her and endangering our very livelihoods. "Speaking of that, did you hire a new bartender without telling me or Kane?"

      "Yeah, a couple."

      Slamming my hands on my desk, I exploded with anger. "Jesus Christ, Stefan! We have policies for a reason. You didn't think you should tell the other two owners of this club that you hired new people?"

      Confused, he shrugged. "What's the big deal? One used to work for us. You remember Shelley. She came in and asked for her job back, so I said yes. She was one of my best bartenders. The other one said she'd been told the job was hers. I figured you'd already met with her in one of those fucking meetings I hated. Lola's doing fine."

      "Lola Sheridan?"

      "Who's that?"

      "The person you hired."

      Stefan shook his head. "No. Lola's last name is Markess."

      "Does she look like her father?" I asked, unable to contain my curiosity.

      "How the fuck would I know? I just met her. It's not like we're doing the meet the parents thing. I don't do that dating shit, remember? Fuck 'em and forget 'em, although I might keep her for a while."

      Stefan's grin told me he'd already slept with the woman who was likely Shank's daughter. Nothing fucking good could come of this. "Please make sure to give Kane her information so he can check her out."

      "Okay. I'm out. I have a bar to run."

      As he turned to leave, I yelled after him, "And do me favor. Don't fuck around with these two."

      He waved my suggestion off and laughed. "Yeah, yeah. I know the routine. All work, no play. Got it."

      He left me sitting there with more worries than I'd had when he came in. And I still had no idea how to win Olivia back. All I knew was I had to. I couldn't go on like this.

      I waited a few minutes before I headed out, determined to convince her not to give up on us. After stopping for flowers, I climbed the stairs to her apartment and had to admit I was in totally new territory. I'd never tried to win Rachel back after finding out what she'd done. The walls went up and that was it. We were done, and whatever feelings I'd had hardened over.

      But now I had to be the man I'd been before Rachel broke my heart. The problem was I didn't even know if he existed anymore. I'd pushed him so far down inside me I couldn't be sure he was still in there.

      I stopped in front of her door and stood with my hand up in front of me ready to knock for a moment as I told myself the same thing I'd said every day since offering Olivia her job back.

      Don't lose her. Do whatever you have to, but don't let her go.

      My heart pounded at the sound of her footsteps coming toward the door. I squeezed the stems of the roses in my palm and waited in anticipation. The door opened, and our eyes met for the briefest moment before she slammed the door closed again.

      "Olivia, please open the door. I just want to talk."

      Silence.

      I leaned forward and pressed my forehead to the door. "Olivia, please…"

      She said nothing, and my heart sank as I heard the sound of her footsteps walking away.

      

      Every night I knocked on her door, and every night she refused to speak to me. Some nights she opened the door and stared at me with those beautiful brown eyes so full of pain. Other nights she didn't even open the door, ignoring me as I stood on her doorstep pleading my cause. The florist near the club either thought I was the world's biggest player or the world's saddest man in love. Each night he gave me the look that told me he was sure it was the latter.

      Then each day I'd see Olivia at work and it was as if nothing ever happened the night before. With each time she called me Cassian and each cold glance she shot my way, I grew more miserable without her. I'd had no idea how much stubbornness lived in her.  Day by day, she seemed to grow stronger in her choice to never speak to me again other than at work, and every minute I spent with her at the club was more painful than the next.

      I loved her. I wanted her. I needed her. And nothing I did mattered if I couldn't convince her of those things.

      Two weeks into my torture, I couldn't take it anymore. This double life of tepid professionalism by day and ignoring me by night had to end. Late Friday afternoon, I walked into her office to let her know.

      She sat behind her desk focused on her work on an upcoming club event I'd handed over to her when we were still together. I stood watching her, remembering how happy she'd been then when I'd come to see her.

      Looking up at me, she said coldly, "Did you need something, Cassian?"

      God, I hated when she called me that. I knew it meant she was keeping me at arm's length. "I wanted to let you know I plan to knock on your door every night until you let me in. I don't care if it takes a week, a month, or a year, I'm going to be there every night at nine."

      "What happened to you working until midnight each night?"

      "This is more important. So just know we have a standing date every night at nine."

      "And if I never let you in again?"

      I wanted to think she was joking, but the stern look in her eyes told me she was serious. It didn't matter. She might believe she'd never let me in again now, but I wasn't going to give up.

      "Then every night I'll knock on your door and hope that's the night you finally remember what we were."

      Olivia said nothing in response, but it didn't matter. Someday she would.
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      Cassian

      The gala at the Florida Museum of Photographic Arts kicked into high gear, but even as I schmoozed and glad-handed with the organizers to thank them for being club members for years and local politicos to ensure the safety of the club, my attention never really left my watch. No matter how much I needed to be at this event for Club X, I needed to be at Olivia's apartment by nine for a far more important reason.

      In a room full of gorgeous women in expensive designer gowns, there wasn't one that even made me look twice. None of them were the woman I wanted, even if she hadn't opened her door for me in three days.

      I took the last drink of my champagne and placed my glass on a nearby table. Nearly eight-thirty, if I didn't leave soon I'd be late. I made my way over to say my goodbyes, but a woman in a red gown stepped in front of me, blocking my way.

      "Cassian March?"

      Quickly scanning her face, I didn't recognize this woman who seemed to know me. Giving her a brief smile, I nodded and made a move to escape, but she wasn't having that.

      "I hoped I'd get to see you here tonight."

      I stopped and studied her face. Beautiful, she had striking blue-green eyes and brown hair, but she was no one I knew. Why was she speaking to me like we'd met before? "Do we know each other?"

      Offering her hand, she smiled. "Josie Tellow. We have a shared acquaintance. Olivia."

      "Oh. Are you a friend of Olivia's?"

      Josie took a sip of champagne and nodded. "I am. You know at first I thought she should kick you to the curb. I didn't tell her this, but I knew what kind of player you've been for years. I've seen you at these events with a different woman on your arm each time. I figured you would only break her heart. Then you did, and I wanted to kick myself for not telling her to drop you. But then she told me what you do every night, even after weeks of her not giving you even the slightest bit of hope, you're still there every night."

      "Then you know I have to leave now. It was nice meeting you, Ms. Tellow."

      I moved to leave, but she grabbed my arm to stop me. "Don't give up on her. I know you're probably just about to, but don't. Don't be like most men."

      "I'm not most men."

      "Then show her that. Be that man she thought you were when she told me she could find another job, but she couldn't find another Cash."

      The way she said that gave me hope, so I made my goodbyes and raced over to Olivia's apartment, arriving ten minutes late after practically having to beg the florist around the corner to stay open long enough to let me get flowers. Completely out of the roses I brought with me every night, all he could offer me was a bouquet of wildflowers.

      Like every other night for weeks, I knocked on her door and waited, prepared to be ignored but hoping tonight would be different. Not a sound came from inside her apartment, so I knocked again and waited as the knowledge that tonight would be like most other nights with me standing there alone not getting the chance to say what was in my heart.

      Discouraged, I leaned my body against the door and closed my eyes. "Olivia, please open the door. I can do this for the rest of my life, but I'd rather us do something together."

      She said nothing. I wasn't even sure she was there. Pressing my ear to the door, I strained to hear anything that would tell me Olivia heard what I'd said. Nothing. Not a sound.

      "Olivia, I'm sorry. I never meant to hurt you. I know that doesn't make up for what I did, but give me another chance."

      Listening for any sound on the other side of the door, I heard nothing. Disappointed, I hung my head and knelt down to place the flowers on her doorstep, like I had every night before. As I stood to leave, I saw the door open. Olivia stood there in her black yoga pants, a pink T-shirt, and for the first time in so long, she had a smile on her face.

      "Taking to wearing a tux for these nightly visits, Cash?"

      I straightened my jacket and held the flowers up for her. "I thought maybe a suit wasn't enough. Is the tux working?"

      She took the bouquet and held them to her nose. "These are pretty. Thank you. As for the tux, I'm not sure what it's supposed to do, but you do look nice. I'm afraid I'm a little underdressed, though, for whatever you had in mind."

      I smiled at her teasing and looked into her eyes. "You look beautiful, especially now that you're smiling at me. I missed that."

      "Do you know why I opened the door, Cash?"

      I shook my head. "No. I have no idea. I'm just happy you did."

      "It's because of what you said. Tonight, for the first time, you said you were sorry."

      "I've been sorry since the moment I realized what I did. I am sorry, Olivia."

      "That's what I've been waiting all these weeks to hear. It's all I ever wanted you to say."

      "I guess I've been a bigger fool than I thought. All this time, I thought you knew I was sorry. I figured you wanted me to say something big or impressive and I just hadn't thought of the right words yet."

      "So why did you say I'm sorry tonight?"

      "I met your friend Josie at the museum gala, and something she said about me not giving up made me think there was a chance for us. I don't know why I said I was sorry tonight and not before this. I just said what was in my heart."

      The smile she gave me made me happier than I'd been in weeks. Her hand slid down the door and then she stepped back. "Why don't you come in instead of standing out in my hallway so all my neighbors can know my business?"

      The sound of a door shutting behind me down the hallway made me chuckle. "I think it's too late for that. I'm pretty sure all your neighbors know more than they ever wanted to about us."

      She flashed another sweet smile. "Then I better let you in before they insist on knowing how this all turns out. I think it's time we talked."

      I followed her into her living room and sat down next to her. "I really am sorry, Olivia. I've been going crazy without you. I can't think about anything but you, and work has been nearly impossible knowing you're right there in the office next door but you won't even talk to me, except for ice cold answers when I ask a question."

      "Why did you do it? I guess I can understand that you might think I could do something to you out of anger. I would never do that, but I can see why you might think that. But why did you shut me out like that? That hurt more than anything else."

      "As soon as the thought of you betraying me settled into my mind, I shut down. It felt the same as when I found out Rachel cheated on me with Stefan, and I didn't want to feel that pain again, so the walls went up."

      Olivia took my hand in hers and squeezed it gently. "I'm not like her, Cash. I wouldn't do that to you. I can't be with someone who I'd always be worried would shut me out, though. That hurt too much."

      Pulling her close, I felt her meld to me and for the first time in weeks, I was truly happy. I didn't want to risk losing her or feeling this way again. "I know. I'm sorry. I don't want to be without you. I know that now. I love you, Olivia."

      I hadn't said I love you to a woman since Rachel, but those three words had never felt more right coming out of my mouth.

      She looked up at me and smiled one of those Olivia smiles that never failed to touch my heart. "I love you too, Cash. But no more lies, okay? That includes the truth about the club."

      "The truth?" I knew what she meant. I just didn't want the reality of my life to ruin everything.

      "The truth, as in Club X isn't what you said it was when you hired me. Legal and all?"

      I searched her eyes for any sign that what my life was could be something she'd accept. "Does it bother you what I do?"

      Olivia shook her head and took my hand in hers. "No. I found the greatest guy in the world because of what Club X is."

      "I wish I wasn't the kind of man I have to be at the club. You deserve better."

      She knitted her eyebrows and cradled my face. "I must still be giving off that good girl vibe. Let me tell you something, Cassian March. You're not doing anything immoral or wrong there. People come to Club X to live out their fantasies. There's nothing wrong with that. I got to become someone I wanted to be because of your club. I've always wished I could be that sexy woman a man like you would want, and that happened at Club X."

      "You've always been sexy, Olivia. That men like me didn't see that was our fault, not yours."

      "Cash, you should be proud of who you are and what you and your brothers have accomplished. There's nothing for you to be ashamed of. I'm proud to say I'm with you."

      Pressing my forehead to hers, I closed my eyes. "I love that you can accept everything I am. I never thought someone good like you would. I love you, Olivia."

      I kissed her and as I held her in my arms, I felt like no matter what the world threw at me, I could handle it as long as she was mine.

      

      Three Months Later

      Olivia

      Shaking Cash's shoulder, I whispered in his ear, "If you don't get up, you're going to be late to the club again."

      He pulled me close and mumbled, "I don't care. Kane and Stefan can handle things without me for one day. I want to stay right here with you."

      "Didn't you say you had at least one interview today?" I gently reminded him.

      Opening his eyes, he looked up at the ceiling as he ran through his schedule in his mind and sighed deeply. "I really want to stay in bed with you."

      I nuzzled his jawline, loving the feel of the stubble as it scraped across my lips. "I can't. Remember? I'm meeting with the event planner today at noon. You could stay and join us."

      Rolling me over onto my back, he nudged my thighs open and settled in between my legs. Already hard, his cock pushed against my clit, sending strings of arousal through my body. With a sparkle in his blue eyes, he moaned, "This is what I want to do."

      "You know what I mean, Cash. You could come to the meeting with me. I'd love your input, you know."

      He kissed me softly on the lips in that way that never failed to make me melt inside. "You know I'd do anything to make you happy, Olivia, but I doubt any of my suggestions would be helpful. I don't know a centerpiece from a…"

      Quickly, I finished his sentence. "Centerfold?"

      "Not exactly what I was thinking, but you get my point. I have no idea what an engagement party is supposed to be like." Kissing my left hand, he added, "I figure that's your thing since I didn't need any input on the ring."

      I ran my palms over his back, loving the feel of his taut muscles under my fingers. Holding my hand out to stare at the stunning two carat diamond engagement ring on my finger, I had to admit he'd done well with it.  "You're lucky you're cute and that I love this ring. Okay, I get it. Not exactly what a man wants to spend a few hours talking about. Go to your interviews. Who's on the schedule today?"

      He buried his face in the space between my neck and shoulder and planted kisses across my skin. "Some dancers for Kane's area."

      "Should I be worried? Those dancers are pretty hot."

      Lifting his head, he smiled down at me. "Not in the least. I have no interest in dancers, or for that matter, any woman but the one about to make love to. But I can go with you to your meeting, if you want."

      I cradled his face, looking deep into those gorgeous blue eyes, and shook my head. "No, go to work. Somebody's got to make sure Stefan doesn't sexually harass the girls in the interview. I'll be fine on my own."

      Cash kissed me again. "Good point. But you don't have to ever worry about me with another woman, Olivia. I'm happy with the one who shares my bed and in a few months will share my life."

      "Are you scared?"

      "About what?" he asked, knitting his brows.

      "Getting married. It's a big step."

      A smile spread across his lips. "No. Some men are meant to be married."

      I couldn't help but giggle at his response. "Says the man who up until recently was one of the city's most eligible bachelors. I thought players hated the idea of marriage."

      "I never wanted that. All I ever wanted was someone to come home to after spending my days at the club."

      "Pretty boring stuff for most men, Cash."

      "I'll leave the other stuff for guys like Stefan, although he seems to be like a lost puppy these days."

      "What's wrong with him?"

      "I think he likes one of the bartenders, but she wants nothing to do with him."

      "Oh, the poor thing!"

      Cash's eyebrows raised in surprise. "Poor thing? Every time he sleeps with one of our employees, we end up paying more money. I'm happy she doesn't want to give him the time of day. I'd like to think it's because of my stern explanation of the non-fraternization clause in the contract, but that's never worked before."

      "Maybe she has a boyfriend already."

      "Again, that's never stopped Stefan. I think Kane has something to do with it. I've noticed he seems to be suspiciously around a lot when she's around."

      I was surprised to hear anything about Kane and a woman. "Really? He never seems interested in anyone at the club."

      "I don't think he's interested in her. Something tells me he's blocking Stefan for some reason."

      I gently jabbed him in the side. "You brothers are so bad."

      "What's bad is Stefan constantly costing us money. If Kane is blocking him, I'll have to take him out for a nice steak to say thanks."

      "You are so bad, Cassian March!"

      "Mmmm…enough about my brothers. I'm more interested in you, Olivia Lucas soon-to-be March."

      Cash slowly slid his hand down my right side to cup my ass as he leaned in to kiss me. Raking my fingernails over the soft skin of his back, I moaned, "You're going to make it impossible for me to leave this bed."

      "Good," he groaned in my ear as he made quick work of my skirt and panties. "If I could, I'd have us stay here forever. No club, no brothers, nothing but you and me naked in bed for the rest of time."

      As he eased into me, I looked up and smiled. "I like the way you think."

      "I like this. No, I love this." He kissed me sweetly. "I love you, Olivia."

      I whispered I loved him too as we made love, and later as I watched him dress in his usual suit and tie look that never failed to make me want him, I thought about the chance I'd taken reserving that fantasy room that first night. All my life I'd played it safe, and all I'd gotten in return was a safe, boring life. For the first time ever, I'd taken a risk, and even though things hadn't gone exactly the way I'd thought they would, I'd ended up right where I wanted to be.

      Like he did every day since we got back together, Cash went to work late that morning after making love to me. As for me, I had our engagement party to plan.
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      Thank you for reading TEMPTATION!

      Start the second book in the Club X series…

      Stefan March lives for a good time. Born into wealth, he sees everything in terms of what he can have, especially women. So far, life has denied him nothing and no one. When he meets his newest bartender, he instantly knows who his next conquest will be, but Shay's not like the usual women he collects. To get her, he'll have to be more than just the player he's always been.

      Shay Callahan is beautiful, determined, and intelligent. She's got plans for her life, and they don't include getting sidetracked by a man, and certainly not her wealthy player boss. Her job at Club X is for one thing—money to fund her education—but if she can make Stefan March see he's not God's gift to women, all the better. She never expects to find out there's more to him than meets the eye.

      As different as day and night, can these two see past who they think they are to find love?

      ONE CLICK SURRENDER >
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      Can a marriage of convenience turn into true love? Maybe...with the help of the right man.

      

      Quinn has made mistakes—like sleeping with the wrong people. It’s taken him time to figure out what he wants in bed and out of it. Understandable, since he’s attracted to both men and women and surrounded by a network of friends who seem to have no trouble finding love in any combination.

      

      When he meets Trevon—the sexiest man ever—on the side of the road, only one thing keeps Quinn from pursuing him: Trevon’s even sexier wife, Devra.

      

      Like Quinn, Trevon and Devra have led rough lives. Financial and safety concerns forced them into a marriage of convenience they both secretly wish was more.

      

      The lessons Quinn’s past taught him should put the brakes on his fantasies of propositioning Trevon and Devra for a one-night ménage. But the need to atone for his previous transgressions, along with pure temptation, drives him to bring the struggling couple closer, even if it means breaking his own heart in the process.
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      “You calling it quits already? What the hell am I paying you top dollar for?” Gavyn crossed his arms as he leaned his shoulder against a metal pole in the center of his motorcycle repair and restoration shop, Hot Rides. His words might have sounded harsh, but his crooked smile promised they harbored no true irritation.

      “Because I’m the best mechanic in this shop. Even my asshole boss knows that.” Quinn smirked up at his very non-asshole boss. Their relationship had more in common with that of siblings than employer and employee. Hell, Gavyn had practically watched Quinn grow up, from a punk fifteen-year-old into…well, a punk twenty-two-year-old.

      Not much had changed on that front, really.

      Besides, the guy clearly had a soft spot for Quinn, who hadn’t even gotten fired yet this week. Although he’d been canned a couple times in the past, Gavyn always rehired him within a few hours. It would be awkward if he didn’t, considering Quinn lived in a tiny home on the Hot Rides property that they’d built together after Quinn had graduated high school. That was a perk of being the biological little brother of one of Gavyn’s closest friends.

      It wasn’t just that, though. Quinn had worked his ass off, day in and day out, for the past four years to help the shop grow from a start-up to something they were hardly able to manage between them anymore. Not even with occasional help from the Hot Rods gang, mechanics at their sister shop, which focused on building badass cars.

      “Kid, you’re the only fulltime mechanic at this shop.” Gavyn winced.

      “See?” Quinn tried to laugh it off though he was stressed and careening toward burnout, which would only make the situation worse. Gavyn counted on him. They were going to have to start turning business down if they didn’t figure things out and expand Hot Rides soon. Of course, that only meant more responsibility for him as the shop manager. He had to do something to get his head on straight. Given his family history of alcoholism, downing a few beers wasn’t an option.

      “I’m taking a late lunch break to go for a ride since my next appointment cancelled last minute. I need a little fresh air. Cool?”

      “You know I’m just busting your balls, kid.” Gavyn squeezed his shoulder. “Hell, if it wasn’t for that inventory count I promised Amber I’d finish today, I’d join you.”

      “You sure you don’t want to blow that off?” Quinn grinned, always willing to be a bad influence. “For some dumb reason, she loves you. She’ll forgive you. Especially if you make it up to her later…”

      “Don’t be thinking about how I smooth things over with my wife. Unlike your brother and the rest of his gang, I don’t share well with others.” Gavyn snapped a dirty rag in Quinn’s direction, stopping short of actually flicking him with it. Even when roughhousing, none of their friends ever laid an aggressive finger on him. Physical contact—especially the cruel kind—wasn’t something to joke around about. Not after what he’d lived through. “Go ahead. Have enough fun for both of us. Just be back in time for your next appointment.”

      “Yeah. Of course.” After all Gavyn, Quinn’s brother—Roman—and the rest of their friends had done for Quinn, he would never let them down. They’d literally saved his life, and he would never forget it.

      “Probably be best if you eat some fucking lunch while you’re on break.” Gavyn spread his feet and stood taller then. “You look like you’re getting skinnier. Don’t make me tell Ms. Brown she needs to feed you. Or maybe I should, so she’ll bring a shit-ton of grub over and I can have some, too.”

      Gavyn’s mother-in-law, along with Quinn’s brother and the rest of the Hot Rods, had practically raised Quinn after they’d rescued him from his own mother’s house of horrors. Ms. Brown could cook better than a chef in a five-star restaurant and he didn’t even have to dress in stupid fancy clothes to eat at her house.

      Quinn ran his hands down his stomach, feeling the lean muscles beneath his skin. Were they more pronounced? Maybe. Lately nothing had appealed to his…appetites.

      He reverted to the Quinn he’d used to be, the one who didn’t say much and got hurt so often that he didn’t bother to argue when it wouldn’t do any good. With a shrug, he turned away from Gavyn and grabbed his helmet.

      “Keep the rubber side down. Don’t take any unnecessary risks.” Gavyn cleared his throat. “You know, adrenaline is a drug, too.”

      Quinn for sure wasn’t touching that one. Gavyn and Quinn’s brother had become fast friends after they’d met in a last-resort rehab facility. They’d struggled with sobriety from drugs and alcohol long enough that they both understood some of his urges. Instead of responding, he put his helmet on, loving how it blocked out the entire world except for what was right in front of him. It would force him to focus on staying between the lines as he flew over the pavement.

      That would have to be concession enough to please Gavyn.

      Quinn slapped the tinted visor of his helmet down, swung a leg over his motorcycle, and then started it. The engine coming to life between his knees shook the knots from his shoulders. Here he was powerful and in control.

      He flexed his fingers, nodded at Gavyn, then took off with a roar that could have come straight from his soul. Freedom. Escape. Whatever you wanted to call it, he lived for it. Needed it.

      Besides sex, riding was the best relief he could find from the dark thoughts that still haunted him from time to time. Gavyn was right. Exhilaration was his drug of choice. His opportunities for a hit had been limited recently, since he’d been striking out in bed.

      Middletown wasn’t exactly a mecca for eligible, freaky singles. Nightlife was limited to a few honkytonk bars. And he’d already fucked his way through the more-than-willing women…and guys…around. Sure, he’d gone out prowling at those dives, done some dancing, played a few games of pool, and sat in the corner, watching for anyone who caught his eye. Since he didn’t drink—not after he’d experienced firsthand how alcohol had turned his mother into a monster, nearly cost Gavyn his soulmate, and attempted to destroy his own brother—he usually got bored pretty quickly, before he could find anyone interesting to take home.

      His reputation didn’t help. It frightened the majority of his potential lovers away. He was far too wild a ride for most of the normal folks who lived in their conservative Midwestern town. Quinn wondered if it was the fact that he was bisexual or into the occasional threesome that made a bigger black mark against him. Either way, he was getting pretty fucking tired of having to explain himself or make excuses for the way he’d been built.

      It could be he was getting old, like Tom—Ms. Brown’s husband and the father figure for all the misfits at Hot Rods and now Hot Rides, too—had recently teased him. Since he’d been forced to grow up quick, he sometimes felt like he was twenty-two going on sixty. Today being one of those days.

      As much as he loved Hot Rides and the extended family he hadn’t always been lucky enough to have supporting him, he wondered if it might be time to move on and find a place where he could be the man he truly wanted to be, in all aspects of his life. Somewhere urban, where he might be able to discover more unattached people like him.

      Problem was, he’d have to understand exactly who he was first.

      With a twist of his wrist, Quinn cranked the throttle, hunkering lower as the bike leapt forward. The rear tire fishtailed before he could straighten it out. His heart leapt as he brought his motorcycle under control.

      Sorry, Gavyn, he apologized mentally as he did exactly what his friend had told him not to do.

      People were right to worry about him.

      He raced down a road that got curvier and narrower as he left Middletown behind, if only for a little while. It took miles and miles before he realized his mind had blanked. Gone were the ruminations about how stuck he felt, his responsibilities to Gavyn, what felt like an impending betrayal of his brother and the rest of their friends, his lack of companionship—everything except the vibration in his hands and the heat billowing off the matte black metal beneath him.

      A switchback in the road marked the farthest point of his loop. With a sigh, he turned toward home with the restlessness inside him quenched temporarily. He’d already started thinking about what parts to pull for his upcoming service appointment when he spotted a flash of something on the shoulder of the road up ahead.

      Another motorcycle. Candy-apple red. Some sort of vintage Indian that had seen much better days. It was in shitty condition, but sexy as fuck nonetheless. Quinn swerved toward it even before he noticed the spectacular jeans-clad ass pointed in his direction as a guy bent over to inspect the broken-down bike. A shirtless, ripped guy with skin the color of rich, oiled walnut. He was sweaty and running his hands over his ultra-close cropped hair as if he was about to lose his shit.

      It was exactly the diversion Quinn craved right then.

      He licked his lips as he skidded to a stop on the shoulder of the road a little too quickly to say he was complying with Gavyn’s command to be careful. Then again, checking out a stranger and his motorcycle on a deserted country road probably wouldn’t qualify as safe either.

      None of that stopped Quinn from doing it anyway.
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      Quinn tugged off his helmet. He tucked it under his arm, against one hip, as he shook his hair out of his face. He kept it pretty short on the sides, but it always got out of control on top, especially when he was riding. He used the other hand to rake it into some sort of decent order. “Hey. Need a hand?”

      The guy cursed under his breath as he unfolded himself and stood.

      Quinn backed up a half-step. It wasn’t very often he had to look up to someone. Not after that last growth spurt he’d had when he was about nineteen. Hell, of all the Hot Rods, only Bryce was taller than him now.

      This man had them both beat by at least four inches. His black polo with a logo for a local landscaper embroidered on the chest was draped around his neck. A bead of sweat rolled from his collarbone, down the flat spot between his pecs then over ab after ab after ab. Damn, manual labor had its benefits.

      Suddenly, Quinn felt the need to clear his throat. He licked his lips instead.

      “Nah, what I need is a fucking ride that doesn’t break down every other day.” The guy grimaced. Even the snarl twisting his lush lips couldn’t mar his gorgeous face. He was model material—tall, very dark, and pretty much the most handsome example of maleness Quinn had ever seen. “Can’t even keep a shitty job when I’m late or calling off all the damn time because of it. Gonna have to give up and sell her.”

      Damn. That had to hurt. The Indian was a classic. Not something you came across every day, not even in Quinn’s line of work.

      “It may not be reliable, but it sure is beautiful. What is it, a 1940s Chief?” Quinn sighed as he ripped his gaze from the guy’s perfect physique before it could wander below the waistband of his faded black jeans. He didn’t care to get himself decked today.

      “Close. It’s a ’38. And thanks.” The guy betrayed his frustration by angling away to run a fingertip over the contour of the deep fender.

      Quinn was instantly jealous as fuck.

      Until the man spun back toward him and stuck out his hand. “I’m Trevon Russell, by the way. Thanks for stopping. Do you have any idea how far we are from Middletown?”

      His grip was strong and steady when his long fingers wrapped around Quinn’s hand and shook it. “Quinn Daily. About ten miles.”

      “Shit.” Trevon crouched down again and started jiggling things around. “I’m never going to make it if I walk. My boss said I’m done if I’m late again.”

      Quinn could already tell his efforts were pointless. “Looks to me like you need a new distributor. The cap is cracked, and with all the rain we’ve been getting lately...”

      He turned his head slightly toward Trevon, taking in the man’s thick lashes and his amber eyes speckled with gold from up close. He didn’t look any less flawless from a foot away.

      “Yeah, the thing’s shot.” Trevon stood and kicked a rock into the underbrush. “I’ve patched it up ten times too many. The spark plugs keep getting fouled too.”

      “Fortunately, I know a kick-ass mechanic.” Quinn put his hand over his eyes like a visor and peered up at Trevon, who glared into the woods. His good looks weren’t obscured by his hand, which ran over his super-short buzz cut over and over.

      Quinn wished he could do that for the guy, soothing him with repeated caresses as they made out. Trevon obviously needed an outlet for his frustration at least as much as Quinn had when he’d left the shop earlier.

      Trevon grunted. “Probably expects to get paid then.”

      “My rates are negotiable. We can work something out.” Quinn wouldn’t mind sharing a pizza and an evening of the guy’s time after a long, hard ride…or maybe before a private one…in exchange for his skills.

      “You?” The guy whipped his head around, taking a long look at Quinn’s immaculate, custom motorcycle. Was that appreciation sliding in behind the aggravation?

      Quinn hoped so. He took a lot of pride in his work. “Yeah. My friend owns the shop in Middletown. Hot Rides. I work there.”

      Technically he was the head mechanic and Gavyn had made him a partner when he’d given him shares of the business for his twenty-first birthday, but he didn’t intend to come off as a pompous asshole when this guy was clearly struggling. Hell, he’d been there before. It was only by the grace of his big brother, Roman, that he’d escaped as whole as he had.

      “I’ve heard of the place. Definitely can’t afford it. Thanks, though.” Trevon’s hand paused its circuit over his head and said, “Maybe, if it’s not too much trouble, I could come by and buy a used cap. Maybe something I could modify and make fit, if you’ve got any junk parts hanging around.”

      “You’ve got experience with that?” Quinn asked, impressed.

      “Well, kind of. I do the best I can. Watch a lot of videos online and tinker until I get it right. I’ve been restoring this old thing since my grandfather…”

      He trailed off and swallowed hard.

      Quinn stared at the motorcycle from where he still crouched in front of it. He put his hand lovingly on top of the perfectly imperfect antique. No wonder Trevon was hanging on to it. Even in this condition, the Indian would be worth a small fortune to the right collector.

      He should know, since he dealt with a lot of those daily at Hot Rides.

      Quinn was surprised when Trevon plucked his hand from the motorcycle and used the connection to tug Quinn to his feet effortlessly. He wasn’t exactly scrawny like he’d been back when his mother’s boyfriends had taken their bad attitudes out on him. He didn’t hide in attics anymore to avoid confrontation or allow himself to be manhandled, either.

      It was kind of hot that Trevon could overpower him like that. Probably because he didn’t seem like the kind of guy to abuse that strength. “What do you think, could that work out?”

      “Sure. Let me get a tow truck over here from our sister shop. We’ll give you a lift to work and then you can come by afterward to see what we can do about the bike. It’s no big deal. Rebel is on his way back from delivering a hot rod this afternoon. He’s probably going to come right by here any time now.”

      “I can walk it.”

      Quinn knew that stubborn set to Trevon’s jaw well. A mixture of ego and embarrassment that didn’t solve any problems. He knew better than to argue directly. So he tried to be a bit more subtle when what he really wanted was to throw this man to the dirt and fuck the bitterness and resentment right out of him, leaving them both relaxed and happy.

      “You could, but that would suck. I think the news said it was going to hit the nineties today. It’s no imposition, and I swear I’m not looking to get paid for it either. Bring some pizza with you after work and we’ll be cool.” Quinn shrugged one shoulder. The words flew from his mouth before he could think better of them. So much for Gavyn’s earlier advice about playing things safe. “Better yet, hang out and have a few slices with me before we figure out what’s wrong and how to fix it together.”

      “Did you just proposition me?” Trevon raised a sexy brow. He didn’t take a swing at Quinn, though, so that was a good sign. Quinn had learned early to duck when he said shit like that. He should know better by now, considering that he’d been hitting on guys for nearly eight years. Sometimes it was worth the risk.

      Life would have been easier if he’d been attracted only to dainty, meek women, or to guys who were significantly less ripped than this one. But hey, it wouldn’t be nearly as fun. His heart was pounding twice as hard as it had when he’d been shattering the speed limit a few minutes ago.

      “No. I mean, not in the way you’re thinking. You don’t have to do anything you’re not into for me to offer my help. If you’re down, though, who knows what I’ll service after your bike?” Quinn smiled as if he hadn’t just offered to handle the guy’s dipstick.

      The spark that flashed through Trevon’s lion eyes reminded Quinn of the fire that powered an internal combustion engine. Hot. Fast. And heady. So it shocked the hell out of him when Trevon backed up, shaking his head. “Sorry, man. I’m not into that.”

      Like hell he wasn’t.

      Quinn signed. If Trevon wasn’t ready to admit his desires to himself, it wasn’t Quinn’s job to force him into accepting them. He held his hands up. “Hey, no problem. But I’m calling the tow truck anyway. You can thank me later.”

      Trevon sputtered as Quinn fished his cell from his pocket while tracking the other guy’s stare straight to the bulge in his well-worn, ripped, and grease-stained jeans. Not interested, my ass. He smirked as he punched the icon for one of his favorite contacts. After a single ring, a warm voice said, “Hot Rods garage. How can I help you?”

      “Hey Amber! Can you do me a favor?”

      His boss’s wife, who also managed their sister business—Hot Rods—chuckled. “Quinnigans. What’d you get yourself into this time?”

      “Nothing yet.” He tried not to sound petulant. “Can you send Bryce over to Route 33 with the flatbed? Near that barn where Meep ran that time my brother was an idiot...”

      None of them were about to forget that night. She’d know exactly where he meant.

      “Are you okay?” Her teasing tone vanished. “Gavyn said you went out for a ride.”

      “I’m fine. I didn’t wreck or anything like that. I found someone on the side of the road who could use a little help.” Quinn glanced up at Trevon, who was digging a trench in the rubble with the toe of his sexy-as-fuck leather boots, his hands fisted.

      Quinn couldn’t help it. Like a magnet, he was drawn to the guy’s bad attitude and that pissed-at-the-world vibe Quinn had worn himself for long enough that he recognized it and wanted to take it away. Like the Hot Rods and the rest of his extended family—Gavyn and Amber included—had mostly done for him.

      “Oh! Yeah, of course.” Amber would go out of her way for anyone she could help. None of them had led charmed lives, but they’d survived by sticking together. It was one of the things Quinn loved about his quasi-brothers and sisters. “Hold on, let me tell him.”

      The phone muffled for a second as Amber must have tucked the receiver against her chest and radioed Bryce. She relayed Quinn’s location, then came back on the line. “He says he’ll be there in ten.”

      “Thanks. I owe you one.” Quinn couldn’t help but smile as he realized he’d have a little more time to get to know this guy whom he’d definitely never seen before today. He glanced at his watch, then winced. “Will you tell Gavyn I’ll be a couple minutes behind schedule?”

      “Call him yourself.” She snorted.

      “No way. Come on. He’s your husband. He won’t get mad at you.” Quinn’s mouth slanted in a wicked grin as he remembered Gavyn’s earlier warning when he’d said something similar to his boss-friend.

      “Okay, fine.” Amber laughed. “This rescue of yours must be pretty cute if you want to wait around with them for Bryce. It’s not like you to blow off work.”

      “You have no idea.” Quinn had to stifle a groan. Then he wheezed, “Please.”

      “Of course. Good luck, Quinnigans.” Amber made kissy noises as she hung up on him.

      Quinn cleared his throat, jammed his phone in the back pocket of his jeans, then ambled toward Trevon, hoping the other guy couldn’t tell how excited he was about their chance meeting. Damn, his life must be pretty boring lately to get this fired up over finding a man on the side of the road, even one as studly as Trevon.
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      Trevon couldn’t believe his shit luck. First, his motorcycle died on the way to work. Again. Then he got rescued by the sexiest man he had ever seen outside of a magazine or the movies…including porn. He was cut and tattooed and had piercing blue eyes that made it obvious he saw right through Trevon’s faked disinterest.

      Maybe it was adrenaline fueling his insane attraction to this stranger. Despite his frustration and the despair of knowing he was going to lose another job, his dick was doing its best to overcome his bad mood and rise to the occasion. Of course, that only made him feel worse about himself and the direction his life was heading in.

      Quinn, and all men, were strictly off limits.

      Trevon rubbed the back of his neck. His impromptu massage didn’t do much to alleviate the knots there or the headache that was starting to cloud his judgment with pain. He couldn’t afford to do something stupid.

      Thankfully, it really was only a few minutes before a giant tow truck—driven by an even more imposing man with dark hair and shoulders broad enough to look normal in that beast of a vehicle—pulled up beside them. When he opened the door, a black-and-white dog hopped down and raced over to Quinn.

      The guy laughed and went to his knees in the dirt to humor the friendly animal. He smothered it in a hug, then petted it over and over until Trevon start wishing he had four legs and a cute bark.

      “Trevon, this is Buster McHightops. Oh yeah, and Bryce.” Quinn’s eyes sparkled as he joked around with his friend, who mumbled and rolled his eyes at the dog and Quinn’s antics.

      “Nice to meet you. I really appreciate you doing this.” Trevon stuck out his hand and shook Bryce’s. What the hell was up with the genetics around here?

      While Bryce was also handsome as fuck, Trevon kept glancing back at Quinn. There was something more than a pretty face about the guy. It was like he couldn’t look away for long.

      “It’s no problem at all. Shall we go? I heard you’re in a hurry.” Bryce and Quinn were already rolling the bikes up a ramp onto the flatbed and securing them. They obviously knew what they were doing, so Trevon ambled toward the passenger side of the tow truck.

      It was going to be a hell of a ride in there with these two men.

      Quinn jogged past and opened the door. He said, “I’ll get in first. I don’t mind being in the middle.”

      Bryce poorly disguised a chuckle behind a cough, then climbed into the truck as he made some comment about sandwiches that Trevon was sure he must have heard wrong.

      Bryce glanced over at his two passengers. If he noticed Trevon checking out Quinn’s ass as he climbed into the big rig, he was polite enough to pretend not to notice. The guy looked as ferocious as a massive black bear, even if he was acting more like a teddy bear instead.

      Trevon eyed the spot on the bench seat that was left for him. Even though the truck was huge, so were the two occupants of the cab, especially with the addition of Buster taking up most of the floorboard. There would be no way to avoid pressing up against Quinn’s muscular thigh and brushing their arms together.

      If it weren’t for his job, he would say fuck it and walk. A man could only resist so much temptation.

      Trevon glanced over his shoulder, squinting as if he could figure out a way to fly through the forest to his job site, more than ten miles away.

      “Fuck that, kid,” Bryce grumbled. “I’m already here. It’ll just take us a few minutes to get back to town. It’s hot as hell and you’re late, remember? I swear Quinn only bites if you beg.”

      “Yeah. Yeah, okay.” Trevon swiped his hand over his mouth, put a hand on the frame of the door, then boosted himself inside. He perched on the edge of the seat, smacking the side of his knee when he slammed the door behind him.

      Quinn didn’t bother to close his legs when the outside of their thighs pressed together. He probably had giant balls that needed plenty of room. Don’t. Think. About. That.

      Trevon scooted over so that he was plastered against the door and window.

      Bryce dropped a hand between him and Quinn. Out of the corner of his eye, Trevon caught the guy flicking Quinn in the ribs. Quinn whipped his head toward Bryce, who widened his eyes in a clear sign for “cut it out”.

      Trevon finally released his held breath when Quinn tucked his knees together a bit. He gripped the door handle as if they were flying down a twisty mountain road at two hundred miles an hour rather than trundling toward town. Every dip and jolt caused him to bump into the rippling muscles of Quinn’s leg, arm, and side.

      Quinn was grinning while Trevon tried not to flinch. It was either that or he’d make more of a fool of himself than he already had today.

      “So where are we dropping you off?” Bryce asked as Buster McHightops curled up at Trevon’s feet.

      “I’m part of the landscaping team working on the new golf course and the attached housing development off Henderson.” Or at least he hoped he still was.

      “That place is huge.” Quinn whistled. “Fancy too.”

      “Yup.” That single site would provide months of employment. It was hard labor, but as long as it was an honest living, he didn’t mind. Ninety days and he could be in a much better place than he was today, if he was careful. “I bet your job is a hell of a lot more fun, though.”

      For the next few minutes, Quinn talked about how lucky he was to do something he loved. Trevon envied him. For lots of reasons. The shop. His friends. His freedom to look at a guy the way he was looking at Trevon—with heat, and desire, and intention.

      Trevon might look, but he couldn’t ever have.

      He tried not to be bitter about all the things life hadn’t handed him, considering some of the amazing stuff it had. They pulled up to the golf course construction entrance before he could remind himself of what those good points were.

      Trevon gave Buster one last pat, smiled at Quinn, then hopped down from the tall truck and said, “Thanks again. I’ll be by as soon as I can to figure something out about my bike.”

      “Take your time.” Quinn waved him off. “It’ll be safe at the shop until you’re ready. Call us if you need a ride.”

      Trevon nodded, gratitude choking the rest of what he wished he could express. It had been a while since there had been anyone else on his side. Quinn’s support gave him the courage to face his boss. Speaking of the asshole…

      “What the hell do you think you’re doing?” asked Vance, the owner of the landscape company Trevon had been busting his balls for at minimum wage.

      Trevon tugged his uniform shirt, which he’d mostly avoided getting too sweaty before the start of his shift, over his head then spun to face the guy. He hadn’t even had time to shut the tow truck door before Vance ripped into him. “You might as well take that right back off. You no longer work here, buddy.”

      “Vance, I’m sorry.” Trevon pointed to his motorcycle on the back of the flatbed. “I had—”

      “Yeah, I know. Problems with your bike. Same as every other time. Look, you’re a hard worker, but I have to have people I can rely on. I told you before, you were on your last shot.”

      “These guys are helping me get the problem resolved, permanently. I won’t be late again.”

      “I’ve heard that before. Next time it’ll be something else. No. You’re done. You’re fired. Get out of here.” Vance turned his back and walked away as if he hadn’t stolen the last shred of hope Trevon had for a better future. Without even his shitty job, he was done for. Sunk.

      This had been his last chance.

      And he’d blown it.

      “Fuck!” he shouted at the sky and the blinding sun beating down on him.

      “Come on, Trevon. You don’t need to beg that dirtbag to be his indentured servant.” Quinn’s kind, patient voice held a note of simmering anger. On Trevon’s behalf? “Get in the truck. We’ll go fix your bike so you can find someplace better to work instead.”

      Absolute humiliation and shame washed over Trevon. His most desperate moment had been witnessed by a young, sexy, successful man. Precisely what he needed to make it even more horrifying. Maybe this was a nightmare.

      He pinched himself.

      It hurt. Though not as bad as the rest of his life was going to after this.

      “He’s right. You don’t need this shit. Get in,” Bryce said. “Come with us.”

      Trevon wished he could muster enough pride to turn them down. To tell them he’d be perfectly fine and mean it. But…he couldn’t lie like that. So with slumped shoulders, he flung himself into the tow truck and shut the door, quietly this time. He stared out the window at the receding job site until it vanished, just like his prospects of getting his life together.

      As if he could sense the utter misery and devastation eating Trevon from the inside, Buster climbed into his lap and laid his head on Trevon’s thigh with a whimper. Trevon kept himself from imploding by scratching the dog behind his ear.

      What the hell was he going to do now?

      Take these guys up on their kindness, fix his bike, then try again to make things right for the people depending on him. That’s what. That was the only option he had.
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      Quinn ached for Trevon. He wanted to hug the guy and tell him things would be fine. Maybe kiss the shit out of him until he perked up. But from the stormy look on Trevon’s face, Quinn figured there was more to his story. Stuff that might not be as easy to fix as a busted distributor cap.

      Quinn’s appointment was routine maintenance, something he’d never really considered a luxury until he saw what Trevon was dealing with over in the next bay. Maybe it had been a few years too many since Quinn had started being pampered. He’d begun to lose touch with reality and forget how harsh the world could seem when you were struggling to survive.

      Maybe some of his boredom lately had been a serious case of first-world problems.

      Quinn felt guilty. How had he lost track of where he’d come from so easily?

      The least he could do was help Trevon get over a few of the speed bumps in his path, like Roman and Tom and the rest of the Hot Rods had done for him. He set the fuel filter he’d just removed down on a pile of rags and looked over at Trevon as he took the new one out of its box.

      The guy had removed and disassembled the Indian’s distributor, the spark plugs, and the surrounding systems. He had everything laid out in neat rows on the bench nearby and was cleaning each component, piece by piece. He was fast and efficient. For someone who supposedly had no official training or apprenticeship, he knew his way around his bike.

      Still, Quinn didn’t think it was too egotistical to assume he knew even more. After all, he’d been learning from the best mechanics in the state for years now.

      “You know, I’d be happy to take care of that for you as soon as I’m done with this.” Quinn tucked a rag in his back pocket, then jacked his thumb in the direction of the motorcycle in his bay. “I’m sure Gavyn’s got something out back we can use to hold you over until you get a new one.”

      Trevon cleared his throat. He swallowed, hard, then said, “I have a better idea. If you don’t mind me poking around in the scrap heap or using your tools, I can do it myself.”

      Quinn didn’t think that was a better idea at all. He was hoping to spend a few more hours with the guy, and if Quinn didn’t help him out, he’d have no excuse to stick around and share that pizza they’d discussed earlier. But still, he shrugged. “Help yourself.”

      Truth be told, it was kind of a bitch to replace the distributor and all the related parts on those vintage Indians. Odds were that Trevon would need assistance to finish the job. Besides, Quinn didn’t want to take anything away from Trevon, after he’d already had such a shitty day. He knew the value in having a purpose. Working at Hot Rods and now Hot Rides had boosted his confidence and reminded him that he was worth something no matter what he’d been told growing up.

      “Thanks, man. I really appreciate it.” Trevon left the garage on a mission. For the first time since he’d gotten canned, he stood straight. Quinn watched his long-legged stride until he turned the corner. Damn, he was fine.

      Although Quinn worked quickly and efficiently during his service appointment, he couldn’t help but peer over his shoulder to spy on Trevon in action. The guy was no stranger to the garage. He found three different distributor caps that were in the ballpark of his old one and began to file one down until it seemed snug. He used some of the metalworking tools, with the safety gear, and created or refined the threads.

      Sparks flew across the garage. And not only the ones caused by Trevon’s craftsmanship.

      Damn. Quinn was hooked. Addicted to the sight and sound of someone else in the shop. And that was even before he took an extra few moments to note how the guy’s arms bulged as he cranked the wrench or admire the curve of his tight ass as he bent over.

      When someone kicked his boot, Quinn jumped like the stray cat that had been hanging around lately when Buster McHightops chased it.

      Gavyn hovered over him with a knowing grin. “You’re being obvious.”

      “Don’t know what you’re talking about.” Quinn wiped imaginary sweat out of his eyes and returned his focus to the job at hand.

      Gavyn crouched down beside Quinn and lowered his voice. “Too bad. Because I’m not into guys and even I’m having a hard time looking away. He knows what he’s doing.”

      “Seems that way, yep.” Quinn tried not to pout. Trevon clearly didn’t need his help. Would have been nice to save the day for someone else for once. He’d had enough of being the little brother, the runt, the guy with no friends and the only unattached member of their gang.

      “Also seems that you might not mind if he hung around for a while. What’s his deal?” Gavyn asked. “Bryce told me that dickhead Vance fired him. Is that true?”

      “Yup.” Quinn winced. It had been hard to watch. Only Bryce’s grip on his knee had kept him from tearing out of the truck to defend Trevon or kick Vance’s ass. Either would have been better than the sick, helpless feeling that had swamped him as he witnessed the devastation in Trevon’s eyes upon hearing the verdict.

      “So maybe we could snatch him up for the shop. Looks like he could use the cash. And we need another set of hands around here. It seems like people come into our lives at just the right time for just the right reason…”

      Quinn knew Gavyn was thinking about his wife, Amber. But why not? This could be a similar situation. He sat up and grinned. “You’re a genius.”

      “You’d be smarter too, if all your blood wasn’t detouring south of your brain.” Gavyn smirked, then grew serious. “That’s not going to be a problem, is it? Working with someone you have the hots for?”

      “I can control myself.” Quinn hoped he wasn’t lying. He’d never wanted someone as bad as he wanted Trevon, and that was only after a few hours of knowing the guy. Maybe the effect would wear off, but he wasn’t counting on it.

      Gavyn nudged Quinn’s shoulder. “Then hire him before someone else snaps him up.”

      “Don’t you want to do it?” Quinn tipped his head. “It’s your garage.”

      “You’re the shop manager. Hiring people is your job.” Gavyn grinned. “Besides, if he’s as grateful as I think he might turn out to be, you could use some points in your favor.”

      Fuck yes, he could.

      “First, wrap this up.” Gavyn pointed at the bike. “Mr. Bosch is waiting.”

      “I’m on it.” Especially now that Quinn realized the sooner he finished with the appointment, the sooner he could get started with Trevon.

      He tightened the last bolt, then looked toward the workstation where Trevon had set up his stuff—only to find the guy staring in his direction. When Quinn busted him, he jerked, then spun around to stare out at the trees behind the open garage bays.

      Thank God Quinn hadn’t been imagining things. Chemistry was not going to be a problem between them.

      Quinn cleaned up and walked the motorcycle up front to where Gavyn was chatting with Mr. Bosch. He waved so they would know it was good to go. Then he pivoted on the heel of his boot and tried to act casual as he approached Trevon and the antique bike, which Trevon had mostly reassembled by now.

      “Looks like you’re making some progress.” Quinn checked out Trevon’s handiwork. It was quality shit. Considering how fast he’d done it and the limited materials he’d had to work with, Quinn was seriously impressed. And he had high standards in the garage.

      And in bed.

      Trevon would fit in well either place.

      Don’t be a perv, he lectured himself. Offering Trevon the job had nothing to do with his killer good looks or the seductive pull that seemed to keep drawing them together. Business first, pleasure after.

      “Here’s the real test.” Trevon swung his leg over the motorcycle, then flipped on the engine. It roared to life on the first try, without a single misfire.

      “Nice work, man.” Quinn held out his fist and Trevon bumped it. Trevon grinned for the first time since they’d crossed paths on the side of the road. Only then did Quinn realize how tense and upset the guy had been.

      He really needed some help.

      “Thanks. I would have been up a creek without you and your friends.” Trevon smiled then. The transformation was glorious. His teeth were white and straight and his mouth was downright enticing with lush lips. His eyes crinkled a bit at the edges like he used to do it a lot, even if he didn’t so much lately. “You have no idea how much you saved my ass today.”

      Oh, saving his ass wasn’t exactly what Quinn had in mind.

      “You did a lot of that yourself. All I did was give you a ride, a place to work, and a few tools.” Quinn shrugged. “I have to say, I’m really impressed with what you’ve done here. It’s the caliber of work we expect from Hot Rods and Hot Rides.”

      “Shit. That’s a hell of a compliment. I don’t really watch TV, but I’ve caught a few episodes of the Hot Rods reality show. Those guys are master craftsmen.”

      Quinn couldn’t agree more. His brother and their friends were everything he aspired to be, both personally and professionally. They would know how to bring someone onboard without stuttering or looking like a fool. He channeled Eli, the Hot Rods garage owner, and thought back to how he’d been offered a position in their ranks. Straightforward, and honest appreciation. Those things had won him over. So he gave it a shot.

      “What I’m trying to say is your skills were being wasted at the fucking golf course. Since I know you’re available, and I’m hoping you’d like to do more of this…we’re hiring.” Quinn pointed at the bike. “I couldn’t have done that any faster or better myself.”

      “You’re…” Trevon blinked a few times. “Seriously? You’d give me a job? Here?”

      “Yeah. You’ve already shown me you can handle it. We’ve been slammed lately. Too busy for Gavyn and me to keep up, even with Alanso coming over from Hot Rods to help out when he can.” Quinn kicked back, ankles crossed as he leaned against a giant tool chest. He pretended like it was casual conversation when he asked, “So are you new to Middletown? Planning on sticking around a while? If so, why not give this a try?”

      Obviously, he’d never seen this man around town. He would have noticed an ass like that or a smile that could melt his insides from twenty feet away.

      “I…uh… Maybe.” Trevon rubbed his temples. “I don’t have a lot of options at the moment and I didn’t think that was really a possibility but…yeah. That could work.”

      “Great. If you’ve got a few minutes, I can call Gavyn’s wife, Amber, to bring over one of our contracts. To be honest, we just copied the ones from Hot Rods since they already have their shit together. It should be standard stuff. We pay well. Have decent benefits and shit.” Quinn grinned, getting more excited by the minute at the prospect of having someone his age to talk shop with and hang out with and…maybe more with.

      This could be exactly what he’d needed to spice things up. So it floored him when Trevon didn’t immediately accept his offer.

      “Could you give me an hour or two? I need to talk to Devra about it first.” Trevon’s eyes glazed. He winced as he stared out the open garage door again. Quinn didn’t think his fascination had anything to do with the sunlight pouring in there.

      “Sure. Who’s Devra?” he wondered aloud. Was that a guy’s name or a girl’s?

      Trevon choked. He had to clear his throat three times before he mumbled, “She’s my wife.”
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      Fuck my life. Quinn’s gaze flew to Trevon’s ring finger. Had he missed the signs? No. No dent and definitely no gold band. Still, he tried to act like he hadn’t just been gutted when he said, “Take your time deciding. You know where to find me when you figure out what you want to do.”

      He was talking about the shop and the job offer, which he wouldn’t dare rescind simply because of the guy’s relationship status. It didn’t really sound like it in his mind, though. His statement seemed kind of pervy and a whole lot of shady. Because he was asking himself, why? Why is he married? To a woman? Does she know he’s into guys? At least as into me as I am into him? Maybe he sleeps around on her?

      Quinn turned away then, rubbing down the length of his throat to keep the bile from pouring out his mouth at how disgusting he was being. He knew himself that being bisexual didn’t have anything to do with loyalty or faithfulness and Trevon had done everything possible to avoid contact in the car earlier. So what if he was attracted to men or even Quinn specifically? That didn’t mean he planned to do anything about it.

      Bitter disappointment caused Quinn’s ugly, knee jerk reaction. It had been—well, forever—since he’d had that kind of chemistry with someone. He’d never experienced the kind of connection he thought they could have had.

      Could have.

      Because although he was freaky as fuck, he had limits. Violating commitment and trust between people related to each other by blood or marriage was one of them, ever since he’d fucked up. Hormones, lack of self-control, and youth had all been contributing factors. He’d ended up sleeping with his prom date’s brother in high school. Thankfully Amy had forgiven him eventually, and they still hung out from time to time today.

      He’d nearly wrecked that friendship along with the mostly innocent relationship they’d had. Sure, they never would have lasted. It hadn’t been that serious between them, but still…he could have caused permanent damage to her and her family.

      Ever since, he’d chosen his partners wisely.

      They were usually people he had no attachment to, and people he disentangled himself from before things could get messy. Now the hottest man he’d met was attracted to him. And also married. Fuck my life.

      “You can change your mind if you want,” Trevon said quietly.

      “And lose out on a rising star for Hot Rides? No thanks.” Quinn forced himself to face Trevon with a smile. “Sorry, it’s just that you surprised me. Maybe I was reading things wrong.”

      At least Trevon didn’t deny the instant heat that had flared between them. “Sometimes things don’t go as you expect in life and you do the best you can with what you’ve been given. That doesn’t mean you don’t love what you’ve got. It just means it might not have been what you chose for yourself. I mean, take you for example. You’ve got an immaculate, custom-built bike, you’re the manager of a nationally renowned shop, and you’re surrounded by friends. You might not be rich, but you’re better off than me, and you’ve got all the stuff that counts in life. Yet you were out there this afternoon driving around like you were lost. Like something is missing and the only way you can find escape—freedom from your demons—is by riding. Weren’t you?”

      Quinn owed it to him to be honest since he was digging so deep. “Yeah.”

      “Don’t worry, I won’t say anything. I only suspected as much because I do it too.” Trevon looked him dead in the eye then. “We all have our shit to deal with. I won’t judge you for yours if you give me the same respect.”

      “Fair enough.” Quinn couldn’t believe Trevon had discerned that much about him in a few short hours. All of it exactly right, too. “So go talk to your wife. See what she thinks.”

      “Okay. I’m going to take this for a test drive. If I can make it to the café downtown where Devra’s hanging out, waiting for me to…get off work from another job I’ve lost, I’ll explain everything that happened today and come back as soon as possible.” Trevon shook his head a little, as if he couldn’t believe he’d lucked into this situation. He blinked, then jammed his hand out toward Quinn. “Thank you. For everything. This is a huge opportunity for me. For us.”

      For a second, Quinn simply stared at Trevon’s talented hands taking note of the nicks on his knuckles and the calluses marring the slightly lighter skin on his palm, which proclaimed Trevon was a hard worker. He was afraid to even make contact briefly enough to shake because it would be tempting to yank Trevon toward him and kiss him the way he craved.

      But then he figured it would be too weird if he didn’t accept the gesture, so he tried to smile like he wasn’t more disappointed than that time his mom had discovered his secret stash of money—which he’d hoarded from recycling her beer cans—and spent it on a bottle of cheap vodka. It had taken him months to squirrel away a few bucks and he’d been hoping to treat himself to a couple slices of pizza on his birthday. Instead, he’d ended up with a black eye from Missy’s backhand when she’d realized he’d been keeping it from her.

      He blinked the bad memories away.

      Quinn grasped Trevon’s warm hand to chase off the chill in his heart. He knew what it was like to have someone help you climb out of a miserable situation. One you never could have escaped on your own. If he could do that for this guy, he’d be happy to, even if he didn’t get to ease some of his own loneliness in the process. Hell, just because they weren’t making out didn’t mean he wouldn’t enjoy some company while working at Hot Rides.

      Sure, he loved his job, and Gavyn was like another older brother, but…

      He needed a gang of his own like Eli had formed at Hot Rods. A crew, like the Powertools had. Or even just a ride-or-die like Ms. Brown had become for Tom.

      Otherwise, he was always going to be the odd man out. The annoying little kid leeching off his big brother and his friends. Maybe Trevon could be the start of that. It would beat talking to the bikes while he worked on them, anyway.

      Trevon’s voice sounded husky when he retracted his hand and said, “I’ll be back as soon as I can. I promise.”

      “No rush.” Quinn’s smile was genuine this time. “You know where to find me when you make a decision.”
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      It wasn’t more than an hour before Quinn heard the uneven rumble of Trevon’s better-days ride climbing up the long, twisty driveway to Hot Rides. Hopefully that was a good sign. He wondered about Trevon’s old lady and whether she realized he was attracted to men as well as women.

      Not his pasture, not his bullshit, Quinn reminded himself.

      He was wiping his hands on a rag as he went out to meet the guy halfway, hoping for good news. He looked like every dirty dream Quinn had ever had speeding up to the garage with a woman on the back of his motorcycle. Maybe it was because Trevon was so big, but she seemed tiny. Raven hair with a slight blue cast whipped behind her as she clung to her husband.

      Why hadn’t he guessed? She was going to be every bit as beautiful as the man Quinn had met earlier. Of course she was.

      Trevon killed the motor, then held the bike steady as Devra climbed off before joining her in crossing the last several feet to the open garage door. It had been a long time since Quinn worried about what anyone else thought, but he desperately hoped she liked what she saw as she glanced around the giant bays and the machinery inside Hot Rides.

      Maybe even when she looked up at him with a reserved smile.

      “Trevon, good to see you again.” Quinn met them where the blacktop turned to concrete. He was grinning despite his nervousness. He couldn’t help it when Trevon was beaming right back. His momentum propelled him forward, his outstretched hand clasping Trevon’s again while his other came around to clap the guy on his solid shoulder.

      When he pulled back, he noticed Trevon’s smile had gone weak. He swiped a bead of sweat from his forehead. Had his discussion with his wife not gone as he’d planned after all?

      “Are you going to introduce me?” Quinn tipped his head.

      It gave him the opportunity to really get a good look at Mrs. Devra Russell.

      Where Trevon was dark, she was golden. All that long, thick black hair framed a face with petite features. The best of which was her eyes. Their unusual shape, accented by bold liner, made them alluring. Her skin was flawless and more earthen than pink. The way she carried herself—with dignity and strength that dared him to make the mistake of judging her based on her slight stature—made him envision her as the warrior queen of some desert land, and him as the favorite concubine in her harem…but he probably shouldn’t.

      Together, Trevon and Devra were easily two of the most beautiful people he’d ever seen. The world’s finest duo. What were the odds of that?

      Quinn knew better than most that bonds forged by circumstances were stronger than those of blood, but something about the way Trevon clasped Devra’s hand over his bicep as they neared made him sure they were in this—and all things life threw at them—together. Devra hooked two fingers through Trevon’s belt loop, then glanced up at Quinn from beneath long, curled lashes.

      Without a hint of intimidation, but rather with a fierce possession, she spoke for Trevon. “I’m Devra. His wife.”

      Did Trevon often forget to mention that last tidbit, or did she feel the need to remind Quinn because she could tell he had a thing for her mate?

      Either way, he had to be careful. He wasn’t a home wrecker, and he really could use Trevon’s help at the shop.

      Quinn retreated a step or three, jamming his hands in his pockets as he rocked backward onto the heels of his boots. Well, shit. “Nice to meet you.”

      “Same,” she said with a smile that softened her. It sounded like she meant it, too. He thought he detected the hint of an accent in her tone, but when she spoke so little, it was hard to tell for sure.

      “You know what we were talking about before?” Quinn asked Trevon, forcing a smile through clenched teeth. “Your bike might be a mess, but you’re one lucky son of a bitch.”

      “I wouldn’t exactly put it that way,” Trevon mumbled under his breath.

      Devra snapped her gaze to him then frowned. Her perfect posture wilted.

      Quinn arched a brow, but Trevon had already turned away to reassure his wife that everything was fine.

      Except it wasn’t. Their illusion was shattered in that moment.

      Something was fucked up here, more fucked up than Quinn lusting after a married man and his equally married wife. But he wasn’t about to get tangled up in their affairs.

      “Have you two made a decision?” Quinn wondered. It would probably be easiest if they said they’d agreed to pass. But that would also be boring, and lonely. He held his breath as he turned toward Trevon.

      “When I started to tell Devra about the position you offered me, I realized I probably didn’t ask enough questions.” Trevon cleared his throat. “I mean, about the pay and hours. Plus if I take the job, I’ll need to look for somewhere to stay that’s close enough that I can walk to work because…well, you’ve seen my ride. And places around here are mostly houses. Pretty big ones.”

      Quinn hadn’t been privileged his whole life. What now seemed like a modest neighborhood to him would have seemed like castles once, too. He understood the guy and his worries.

      He had an idea, and hoped Gavyn wouldn’t mind that he offered.

      “Uh, yeah. Sorry, I’m not used to hiring people.” Quinn smiled at Devra and Trevon, wondering idly how stunning their kids would be. Damn. Was it any wonder his brains were scrambled? He had to get it together. “The position would be full time. All our mechanics at Hot Rods and here make the same amount. Five an hour over union wages.”

      “That’s…great.” Trevon’s eyes widened and he stood a little taller.

      “Well, yeah. But, that’s not all. The Hot Rods built their shop into what it is today because they’re invested in it.” Quinn found it easy to talk about the shop. It had been his life for four years now. “We follow the same model.”

      “We don’t have any cash for that kind of thing.” Devra nibbled her lower lip and clenched Trevon’s arm, gently tugging him back toward the bike.

      “Not that sort of investment.” Quinn stopped her before she could bite a hole in herself. Especially since he couldn’t kiss it and make it better. “What I mean is that for every year you work at the shop you get an ownership bonus. Shares in the garage.”

      “For the mechanics?” Trevon tipped his head. “Seriously?”

      “Everyone who works here gets a piece of the profits. Hell, even when I was just sweeping the floor at Hot Rods, they cut me in. We’re a family.” So it said a hell of a lot that both he and Gavyn had been willing to take Trevon in right away. There was something about him that Quinn wanted.

      For the shop, he clarified mentally. Wanted for the shop.

      Right.

      “That’s unbelievably generous.” Devra nudged Trevon in the ribs as if telling him to take the job before Quinn changed his mind.

      But he had one more thing to sweeten the deal. He couldn’t say what made him do it except that he saw in these two people some reflection of the kid he used to be. On the verge of losing it all. They clearly could use some help and he was in a position to pay it forward. Finally.

      Maybe it made him feel better about himself, or maybe he was actually doing the right thing like his brother had. But he said, “There’s a tiny home out back. My brother, the rest of the Hot Rods mechanics, Gavyn, and I built it several years ago with some help from our friends who own a construction crew. After living in it a while I had some ideas about how to improve the design for what I like and built a second one. The first one is mostly storage, and guests sometimes stay there. It’s nothing fancy, but it has all the essentials. If you help me clean it out, you’re welcome to live there.”

      He stopped himself short of saying rent free. The scared kid buried inside him reminded him how much it had meant to him to earn his keep at Hot Rods. He wasn’t trying to emasculate Trevon in front of his wife.

      “How much would the rent be?” Trevon asked.

      “Four hundred a month is probably fair. You’ll see, it’s called tiny for a reason. It’s not luxurious. But it is cozy and your commute would be pretty damn short.” Quinn smiled. “Feel free to bargain with me if you think it’s worth less.”

      “We don’t even need to see it.” Trevon looked at Devra, who nodded emphatically, making her thick hair swirl around her. “We’ll take it. The house and the job.”

      In that instant, Quinn’s suspicions that they didn’t have a lot of options were confirmed.

      Damn. What was their deal?

      Curiosity ate at him, warring with the side of his brain that screamed it was none of his damn business and that he shouldn’t get involved in their personal matters. That was going to be kind of hard with them living a hundred feet away and Trevon working with him all day, though.

      “What he means to say is thank you.” Devra hugged Trevon, squeezing the shit out of him. Quinn did his best not to be jealous. Yeah, right.

      Then she dashed toward Quinn and flung her arms around him, too. She rose up on her tiptoes while dragging him down at the same time to kiss his cheek.

      She murmured, “Thank you,” against his ear before returning to Trevon’s side.

      Trevon wrapped her in an enormous bear hug and spun her around. Her feet kicked as both of them laughed like they’d won the lotto.

      Quinn tried to keep his cock from getting fully hard, but it was no use. Thankfully, the gray jumpsuit he wore over his jeans hid a lot.

      This was going to be an awkward situation. But his male role models had taught him that doing what was right was far more important than doing what was easy and this was obviously one of those situations.

      He knew it even before Trevon lowered Devra to the ground and she buried her face in Trevon’s shirt to hide her sniffle. She knuckled moisture from the corner of her eye as stealthily as possible before beaming up at Trevon, who grinned.

      The love between them was obvious, even if they hadn’t officially kissed to seal the deal. They cared for each other deeply. Quinn could see it clearly and tried not to be too envious of their bond.

      From the doorway, Gavyn whistled. “Now that’s what we need more of around here. Welcome to the team.”

      After some congratulations and ice-breaking conversation, Quinn encouraged the couple to go take a look at the cottage that was their new home. He stayed behind with Gavyn, needing some space to absorb what had just happened as much as the couple did.

      When they’d left earshot, holding hands as they walked excitedly toward their new home, Gavyn ruffled Quinn’s hair. He said, “They needed that. You did good, kid.”

      “We’ll see.” This had the potential to be amazing or a disaster for the shop and for him personally. He could only hope it turned out for the best.

      “You had a thing for him right away, didn’t you?” Gavyn asked quietly.

      “Doesn’t matter.”

      “She’s a good match for him.” Gavyn grunted. “Both sexy, and sort of sweet. Very corruptible. They seem like…exactly your type.”

      Quinn wasn’t sure he could have pinpointed what his type was. At least not until he’d met Trevon and Devra. Now he admitted to himself that Gavyn was right.

      He spun and kicked his toolbox, his boot leaving a dent in the side of the red metal.

      “What the hell are you going to do about that mess?” Gavyn asked.

      “Absolutely nothing.” Quinn waved his hands. “I don’t fuck around with people’s relationships. You know that.”

      “Too bad. They’re both smoking hot and seemed to be staring at you plenty when they thought they could get away with it.” Gavyn shrugged. “You never know what they’re into.”

      “That’s their business. And their problem.” Quinn slammed his toolbox closed, then threw his dirty rag in the hamper. “I’m going over to Hot Rods for a couple hours.”

      Hanging out with his brother and the close-knit gang of mechanics would remind him how precious those sorts of bonds were and why he absolutely couldn’t do anything to ruin the one Devra and Trevon had forged between them.

      “Good plan. I heard Ms. Brown was making her famous barbeque chicken mac and cheese for dinner.”

      As if he needed another reason to duck out for a while. Quinn couldn’t resist Ms. Brown’s cooking. “You coming?”

      “Hell yes.” Gavyn and Quinn were on their bikes and halfway to Hot Rods before Quinn realized he probably should have told Trevon and Devra where he was going and when he’d be back. It would be weird to get in the habit of having other people around, though it could be good, too.

      He debated turning around to tell them but then wondered if they’d be busy christening the tiny house. It was damn uncomfortable to ride his motorcycle with a full-on boner, so he left them to their own devices and concentrated on the delicious meal waiting for him instead.

      It would have to be enough to satisfy him, for now.
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      For all of the fifteen glorious minutes it took for everyone to gather around the picnic tables under the pavilion the Powertools crew had built the Hot Rods for Christmas last year and pile their plates with ooey-gooey carbs, Quinn was distracted from the Mr. and Mrs. Russell situation developing at home. He should have realized his nosey-ass family wouldn’t leave him alone for long, though.

      “So, tell us more about this guy you rescued earlier.” Carver, his brother’s husband, accented his demand with the roll he held in his hand, about to stuff in his face.

      “His name is Trevon. He rides an antique 1938 Indian Chief that’s in need of a new distributor, and just about every other part on it.” Quinn tried to keep a straight face as he very intentionally avoided telling them how gorgeous the man—and his wife—were. “But he fixed it himself while I was taking care of my afternoon schedule. In fact, he did such a good job of it that Gavyn told me to hire him. So I did. He’s moving into my original tiny home. I guess that means we’re neighbors.”

      His next bite of Ms. Brown’s famous barbeque chicken mac and cheese got stuck in his throat. He took an enormous pull from the glass of ice water in front of him, draining the whole thing.

      “Whoa.” Tom nodded from the head of the table. “That’s great news. You two have been working your asses off lately. Alanso, too. It’s time to expand. I’ve been saying that for over a year now.”

      While there were plenty of murmurs of agreement and heads nodded, these people knew him far too well to let him get away with such a clinical description. Even the mention of a rare vehicle wasn’t enough to keep them from lasering in on his private life. Most times he didn’t mind.

      Today…well, he was still a little bitter.

      “Is that going to be messy?” Roman wondered. Figured his brother would get to the point. He was too intuitive for his own good sometimes. Or maybe they were more similar than he realized sometimes.

      “Being a mechanic usually is.” Quinn shrugged, hoping they’d take the hint. He didn’t want to talk about it.

      “Quit that shit.” Holden plopped down on his other side. “It’s not like you to be evasive when it comes to people you want. What’s up?”

      “It’s messy as fuck, okay? Trevon is married. He brought his wife with him.” He might as well save them some time and spill all the beans. “She’s also gorgeous and, obviously, equally off limits.”

      “Ouch.” Holden put his arm around Quinn’s shoulder and squeezed before returning his attention to his dinner.

      “Yeah.” Quinn dropped his head back. There was no reason not to come clean. Between all of them, they might as well have been the fucking Scooby-Doo gang. They found out everything eventually. “I was planning on making a move before I knew that little factoid.”

      “Oops.” Kaelyn, Bryce’s wife, wrung her hands. “Are you freaking out about that? I mean, Bryce told me nothing happened on the ride back to town. Just because you thought about it doesn’t mean you crossed any lines.”

      “No. And I won’t with either of them, now that I know. I’m capable of keeping my hands, and other parts, to myself.” Quinn had no doubts about that. He’d nearly fucked up a close personal relationship once before, when he’d been young and foolish. He wasn’t about to let his dick get him in that kind of a mess again.

      “But he’s going to be working with you. If there’s an attraction…” Sally tried to warn him. She should know. She had worked at Hot Rods with Eli and Alanso, her two husbands, for years before they’d gone from friends to lovers. Being near them daily without showing them how she felt had tortured her. And them.

      But that was different. Quinn had barely met Trevon and Devra. He didn’t even know them. It was just a physical attraction, that’s all. Not love. Simple lust.

      “There was a spark, sure.” He adjusted himself—both the way he was sitting and his junk, which was uncomfortably riled despite the lecture he’d given himself a hundred times in the past several hours. “That doesn’t mean I have to do something about it. I’m not sixteen anymore. I know better.”

      “Not every situation is black and white,” Nola pointed out. Her husband, Kaige, nodded in agreement without pausing his fork-to-mouth motion.

      “You’re grown enough now to understand life isn’t always simple.” Roman knocked his shoulder into his little brother’s. “Hell, you had to learn that early. So maybe this time you need to go slow, careful, and navigate the situation with finesse instead of a sledgehammer. Maybe the results will be different.”

      “Nah. They’re married. A couple. They don’t need any intruders. That’s that.” Quinn dropped his head in his hands, his food suddenly unappealing.

      “Is it?” Sally’s caustic tone drew his gaze. Uh-oh. What had he said?

      Quinn mentally rewound his words. Oh. Right.

      “Tell that to Eli. I mean, technically I’m married to Alanso. That doesn’t mean shit.” Sally glared. “I love them both equally. More every day. Although that’s not how things started between us all, that’s how it is now. They hooked up first. Don’t you dare tell me I should have been satisfied that they were happy and walked away from them when I knew how much better we could be as a threesome.”

      “Technically….” Alanso said, his Cuban accent intentionally heavy. “You did. Well, you drove really fast, crying to the Powertools. But I wasn’t about to let you escape that easily. Sometimes you have to fight for what you really want. Besides, without you, Eli and I never would have lasted. We weren’t complete until you came into our lives…and our bed.”

      Sally smacked him and looked over at Nova and Nola’s daughter, Ambrose, who didn’t seem to notice the grown up talk as she chatted with her grandmother, Ms. Brown, about her friends at daycare.

      “Guys. You’re getting ahead of yourselves here.” Quinn rolled his eyes. “I’ve known them for all of a day. Yeah, they’re both smoking hot. And yeah, there was definitely some sexy vibes going on, but that’s nothing like knowing someone for years and realizing they’re your life partner.”

      “It has to start somewhere,” Gavyn said, shocking the hell out of Quinn, who figured the Hot Rides owner would want none of this drama impacting business. “I was there. What I saw today was…kind of magical. You three clicked right away. And I don’t think you were the only one noticing the possibilities. Being close-minded and shutting people out when they need you is, in principle, equally as bad as coming between two people who would suffer from your interference.”

      “If I could do it all over again, I’d never wait so long to act on what every bit of my soul was telling me to do.” Eli grimaced. “It’s the biggest regret of my life that I didn’t take action sooner. Think of all the time I wasted. It makes me sick.”

      Sally hugged Eli. “We’re together now. That’s what matters.”

      “All I’m saying is that both Bryce and Gavyn noticed something special. They’ve seen you with plenty of your fuck buddies and never mentioned it to me before.” Roman bumped his forearm into Quinn’s gently. “We want you to be happy and this was the first time they’ve seen you smile like that in far too long.”

      “No one’s going to be smiling if this goes bad,” Quinn grumbled, afraid to hope that the Hot Rods were right. What were the odds that he’d found exactly the two people he’d been searching for since he realized he was bi and that it might take more than one partner to satisfy him?

      “You’re right, little bro.” Roman squeezed Quinn’s shoulder. The touch didn’t bother him because he trusted his brother to the bone. Roman would never hurt him. And the tender reminder made Quinn pay extra attention to the advice he was about to impart. He only wanted to help. “It’s too soon to know anything yet. But sometimes you have to gamble to win. So all we’re trying to say is keep your heart open and listen to what it tells you.”

      “That’s some good advice right there.” Tom nodded and pointed with his fork. He wrapped his arm around Ms. Brown and pulled her toward him so he could plant a loud smack on her cheek. “We raised some damn fine kids, Willie.”

      “We have indeed.” She angled her face to kiss Tom more deeply on the lips.

      Ambrose shrieked, “Ick. Gramma and Gramps. Not at the dinner table.”

      Quinn cracked up along with the rest of the gang. Then he took a deep breath for the first time since Trevon had dropped the Devra bomb on him. They were right. Things would work out as they should. They always did. But how rough would the road be between here and there?
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      The next few days passed quietly as they settled into their new routines. After Quinn got home from the Hot Rods family dinner, he helped Trevon and Devra make the cottage next door to his livable again. They worked together, moving all the stuff he’d had stored over there to the garage, dusted everything, turned on the water, and made sure the air conditioning was working. He brought over some spare sheets and pillows so they’d have fresh bedding and tried not to think about what they’d be doing on his linens.

      He didn’t ask where they’d been staying, but it was clear they needed a roof over their heads as much as Trevon had needed the job at Hot Rides.

      Devra made no mention of her work situation or how she’d get there from their location on the outskirts of town, so he didn’t pry. He figured they’d tell him more about themselves in time, if they felt like it. Honestly, learning details was risky. The danger was he’d like them more and more instead of less and less.

      Quinn couldn’t afford to grow feelings for either of them. Lusting after them was bad enough in these close quarters.

      He’d spent his evenings trying not to spy on them from his favorite place to sit and read on his back porch. But they were hard to ignore. Their bursts of laughter couldn’t be contained in the small space. They often drew his wistful gaze. And when he saw them in the soft glow of the living room lamp as they engaged in late-night discussions on the sofa, it made him wonder what they were talking about.

      He wasn’t sure if it was a blessing or a curse that he hadn’t seen them touching in a non-platonic way. No kissing, no cuddling, no…nothing. Maybe they were more discreet than he was, especially with Trevon’s boss so close, but he didn’t get the sense that was true.

      Sometimes they seemed more like best friends and perfect roommates than the lovers he knew they were. Damn, if they didn’t make him envious.

      Just like all the other happy couples, or trios, or whatever matchups in his life. He’d spent so long as the odd one out, he might not know what to do if he was ever included inside the bright circle of a relationship himself. Maybe he should get a cat or a dog. Then at least he’d have someone to take care of, and talk to, and pet.

      Not the worst idea he’d ever had.

      Quinn set down his tools and rested his back up against a support pole nearby as he debated a trip to the animal shelter after work. It was either that or prowl around the bars again tonight, and he couldn’t imagine that satisfying his cravings. He glanced over at Trevon, who was in the middle of a tune-up. Quinn would actually get out of here at a reasonable time this evening. But where would he go? What would he do?

      No other guy was going to hold the same appeal as the one bent over that engine, his fingers working magic on the shiny metal. His pants were riding low on his waist, exposing the very top edge of his tight ass and the curves that kept them from pooling around his ankles. Not that Quinn would mind if that were to happen.

      He dropped his head back, closed his eyes, and willed his partially hard cock to wilt instead of going full erection. It was a constant struggle around Trevon and Devra, who’d taken to hanging out with them during the afternoons after she’d spent a few hours cleaning, working on reviving the cottage’s garden, and cooking them some of the most delicious lunches he’d ever had.

      Sorry, Ms. Brown.

      In fact, his stomach growled then as he smelled spicy, foreign food. When he opened his eyes, Devra was there, holding a tray at least half as big as herself, grinning down at him. “Asleep on the job? Don’t worry, I won’t tell your worker.”

      Quinn scrambled to his feet, embarrassed both at being busted daydreaming about their sweet asses and for looking like a slacker. He took the tray from her and carried it to a table in the break room. “Just needed a minute.”

      “You’re the boss. I’m sure you could go take a half-hour nap on your lunch break if you need. Trevon and I can handle stuff here. Gavyn said he’d be around later in case you’d feel better if we were supervised.” She looked down at the spread she’d prepared and fiddled with the dishes, straightening things for no reason.

      “It’s not that I don’t trust you two here.” Oddly, that was the truth. Though he’d only known them a few days, they already felt like part of the Hot Rides family. Nothing they’d shown him yet had given him even a moment to pause and consider their dependability. “It’s more like… Well, honestly, I wouldn’t know what to do with myself if it wasn’t for Hot Rides and working here.”

      Right then, the phone rang. Quinn jogged over to the office, on the other side of the wall from the break room, and answered it. He rummaged around Gavyn’s desk until he retrieved the appointment book and found an empty slot that worked for the customer who wanted to put fancy new tires on his bike. When he hung up, Devra was watching him thoughtfully.

      “You know, you might as well let me help with that stuff,” she said as he hung up the phone. “I spend a lot of time hanging out here. I think I can manage to take calls and write down some messages when you’re working on a motorcycle so that you don’t have to pull double duty.”

      “That’s not necessary.” Quinn was happy enough to have Trevon taking half the workload in the shop. It really did leave him some time to relax. Time to realize how much he’d been overdoing it lately.

      “It’d be nice to be useful for once.” Devra’s smile didn’t quite make it past her mouth. The sad twist of her burgundy lips made Quinn want to reach out and hug her, except he didn’t know what Trevon would think of that. “You’ve been so generous with us. I’d like to give back in some way if I’m able.”

      What would it hurt? It wasn’t a terrible idea. Amber and her sister, Nola, took care of some administrative stuff when they could, but that wasn’t their primary focus.

      Quinn made a snap decision. “I’m willing to pay you for your time. No one’s asking you to work for free.”

      “Thank you, but…” Devra glanced over at Trevon, who didn’t appear to be listening to their conversation. “I can’t accept that.”

      “Of course you can.” Quinn tried to ignore their weird dynamic. Or at least to treat them as individuals instead of a unit. They were both fascinating to him in their own ways. Devra deserved a shot at least as much as Trevon had. Maybe more now that he’d gotten to know her a bit. She was strong, independent, and yet reserved, as if afraid to overstep.

      She’d taken initiative and he’d much rather nurture that than squash it.

      “No. Legally, I can’t.” She shrugged one shoulder. “I’m not a US citizen. I don’t even have my green card yet. We haven’t been married that long and once I was eligible to apply, we didn’t have the money to submit my paperwork. Besides, it can take a while to process…”

      Devra sighed. “So yeah, I’m kind of useless. Can’t drive, can’t work, can’t vote. Can’t do much of anything. Sometimes I feel like Trevon’s child more than his wife, to be honest. We’ve been struggling and there’s nothing I can do about it. I’m just another burden for him, really. I even got turned away as a volunteer for the soup kitchen downtown because of the background check. So I guess you’ll have to put up with my cooking instead.”

      “I love your food.” Quinn reached out and took her hand. He held it for far too brief a moment, caressing her soft, warm skin before letting it go. He should bite his tongue, but instead he said, “I didn’t realize. Sorry. So where are you from?”

      He had to know where she’d gotten that seductive accent that lent a bit of a roll to her R’s. It drove him wild, and made her seem even more different than the Midwestern women he’d known before. To him, that was a plus.

      “Yemen.” She rocked back when she said it, almost as if the memory of her home made her flinch. “It’s a beautiful country, but it’s not…safe…for me right now. My father sent me here with a one-way plane ticket.”

      “So you’re a refugee.” Quinn paused, setting the appointment book down next to the tray of dishes she’d lovingly prepared for Trevon…and for him.

      He wasn’t the greatest at geography, but he knew she was from somewhere in the Middle East. That explained her gorgeous skin and dark, wavy hair. In a flash, he imagined her wearing more traditional clothing, her eyes outlined heavily, and her hair peeking out from beneath a lace head wrap. He cleared his throat as he pictured how stunning she would be in her native environment and how beautifully she’d adapted to his. He admired her flexibility and the courage it must have taken to adjust to an entirely new world under difficult circumstances.

      Devra wrung her hands as if she was as nervous talking to him about this as he was about prying or learning something that might take his admiration to someplace deeper. Someplace strictly off limits. “I was supposed to go to college here. But my father disappeared and so did the funds in our bank account. I heard from one of my cousins that…he was killed along with most everyone else in our town who spoke up against the injustices that are being committed there.”

      “Jesus, Devra. I’m so sorry. That’s…sick.” Quinn reined in his outrage and disgust lest she think it was aimed at her and a situation out of her control. But he couldn’t help it—he hugged her although he knew too well it wouldn’t do much to soothe the hurt.

      “It is.” Her voice was monotone, as if she had accepted it by now, or maybe as if she was still in shock and numb to the horror of it all. “I had to drop out. I lost my work-study position at…um…the place where I met Trevon. I was stranded. Utterly alone. He took me in and made us family. I owe Trevon everything. He saved my life.”

      “I’m sure he would do it a million times over for the woman he loves.” Quinn knew he sure as hell would. No one deserved to live in fear like that. No one deserved to be cast aside instead of being welcomed with open arms.

      Devra winced and turned away. The heavy conversation must have been too much for her.

      Just then, the phone rang again. She lunged for it without asking this time. Quinn wouldn’t have had the heart to tell her not to anyway. Not after what she’d shared. He’d felt useless once, too, until his brother and Hot Rods—then Hot Rides—had given him a purpose.

      Her voice was loud and clear when she said, “Hot Rides Garage. How can I help you?”

      Trevon whipped his gaze to Devra. Then to Quinn, who shrugged.

      He understood what it was like to rely on the kindness of strangers. Hell, he’d been all alone, thrust into a foreign setting, after his brother had rescued him from their mother’s home and the abuse he’d suffered at her hands. It paled in comparison to Devra’s situation, but he had a taste of what she must have experienced. If he hadn’t been allowed to chip in at Hot Rods, he probably would have gone crazy or run away before they’d become family in the truest sense of the word. He had no desire to be a pity case. A proud woman like her would feel the same.

      If answering a dumb phone call was what it took to make Devra feel like she belonged and had some worth, who the fuck was he to tell her not to do it?

      “Yes, sir. Wednesday at 3PM would be fine. We’ll see you then.” Devra jotted down a note in the planner, then hung up the phone.

      Her smile nearly blinded Quinn. Straight, white teeth stood out against her rouged mouth and the color infusing her cheeks for the first time since he’d met her. So he figured he’d do one better and show her how much he enjoyed her meals as well.

      “Trevon, you better get your ass in here for lunch before I eat yours, too.” Quinn froze when Devra covered her mouth with her hand. She looked away, blushing.

      Well, he hadn’t meant it like that, but… Yeah, that, too.

      “One minute, I’m cleaning up.” Trevon hustled, joining them in less than half that time.

      Meanwhile, Quinn had already heaped his plate with a helping of each dish Devra had whipped up. “So, what is it I’m eating here? I like this orange stuff you made yesterday, too.”

      Devra laughed, making Trevon pause. He grinned at her, then flashed Quinn a grateful smile. Apparently he liked it when Quinn made his wife happy. Good. Because Quinn thought it might be his new favorite pastime.

      As he stuffed his face, Devra told him the names of each food and its ingredients. Hummus, shafoot, falafel, and lamb mandi. He was stuffed by the time he’d eaten half of what he’d taken. That didn’t stop him from finishing every last bit and licking his fingers at the end.

      He looked up to find both Devra and Trevon staring at him. “What?”

      Hell, he hadn’t even belched.

      Trevon cleared his throat and shook his head. Devra beamed. She asked, “You liked it that much?”

      “Uh huh.” He grinned a little self-consciously.

      “Trevon tells me it’s good, but I thought he might be just being nice. That’s how he is.” Devra smiled shyly. “I was studying to be a chef and taking business classes before…you know.”

      Trevon put his hand on her knee and squeezed.

      “My dream was that someday I could open a restaurant with a traditional menu so I could introduce more people to our food.” She sighed and shook herself, then stood to clear the dishes.

      “Wait…why was?” Quinn asked.

      “We’re so far from making that possible. For now, we need to concentrate on getting by.” Devra reached out and took his dirty plate and crumpled napkin. “Because of you, we’re in a much better place than we were a week ago. I can imagine, someday, things could be different than they have been lately. So thank you, Quinn. Thank you.”

      Trevon didn’t object when his wife circled the table and smothered Quinn in a hug.

      It startled him so much that he wasn’t sure if he should hug her back or pretend like her embrace hadn’t touched him so much deeper than his chest and back. He felt her energy radiate straight to his soul. For the first time in forever, it felt like he was doing something right.

      Like he was where he was supposed to be and doing shit that really mattered.

      They might not know it, but Trevon and Devra were as good for him as he was for them.

      He made a mental note to pick up a bunch of seeds on his next trip to the hardware store. Things that Devra had listed as her main ingredients—zucchini, garlic, eggplant, and tomatoes—to start. It was the least he could do if he planned to eat her food every chance he got.

      Plus, it would be interesting to see what they could grow together.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            9

          

        

      

    

    
      “That was my last appointment for the day.” Quinn sank to the floor next to where Trevon was cleaning his tools. Though Trevon tried not to stare, he couldn’t help taking a quick scan and absorbing every detail about Quinn. The guy rested his back against the metal cabinets and draped his tattooed arms over his bent knees while he kept his boots planted on the concrete. His muscles were casually on display. He was the very definition of masculinity.

      “I’m finished, too.” It was just the two of them holding down the garage. Since Trevon had come on board, Gavyn had been taking the opportunity to travel to conventions where they could rack up some more work from collectors and enthusiasts.

      Stuff more interesting than routine maintenance. Knowing they had more varied and specialized work coming in was exciting for Trevon, too. Working here would definitely boost his resume.

      “You know my friends are probably grilling your poor wife right now.” Quinn picked at his jeans. Though he said it casually, Trevon could tell he was kind of worried. About what?

      Devra had gone with some of the Hot Rods ladies to get a manicure or a massage or some other spa shit. Whatever girls did at those fancy places. Devra had originally turned down their offer, since they didn’t have the cash for those kind of luxuries, but the women had refused to take no for an answer. A gorgeous, no-nonsense lady named Sally had rolled up in a neon-pink convertible classic Mustang and convinced Devra by explaining they were getting freebies in exchange for reviews of a new establishment.

      Quinn had let it slip later that Sally had fudged the truth a bit. He’d promised that the women were happy to chip in so that Devra could join them, especially since they were truly getting a hefty discount for being guinea pigs. Trevon would ordinarily have objected, except Devra deserved to be pampered. If he couldn’t do it for her, he would accept help to provide the things she needed. Ego be damned.

      “She can hold her own.” Trevon grinned, thinking of his petite yet fierce wife. “She might be soft spoken, but she’s tough. Besides, it would be awesome for her to have her own friends to hang out with instead of being stuck with me all the damn time. I’m not always the best company.”

      “I don’t know. I’ve enjoyed my time at the shop a lot more since you arrived. Having someone to talk to makes the days go by a lot faster.” Quinn didn’t look at Trevon when he admitted it.

      The declaration alone made Trevon’s heart race and his palms sweat. He was in serious trouble. The more time he spent with Quinn, the more he realized that the guy was every bit as generous, compassionate, and sexy as he’d first appeared.

      “You’re a hell of a lot better to deal with than Vance,” Trevon managed.

      Quinn cracked up at that. “God, I hope so. That guy is such a dick.”

      Trevon shrugged. “I don’t blame him for giving me the boot. Anyway, it turned out for the best.”

      He had finished wiping grease from his fingers and was mid-stretch when he noticed Quinn staring at the flexing muscles of his chest and abdomen. Maybe he should have kept his shirt on despite the heat of the waxing summer. Or maybe that odd look on his face had something to do with what he was about to say and not Trevon’s body being on display.

      “Why don’t you go get your bike and bring it in here? I’ve been thinking…if you want, we could tinker around with it when it’s slow or after hours,” Quinn suggested. The way he said it made Trevon sure it wasn’t as offhanded a comment as he’d like Trevon to think.

      “First, is it ever slow here?” Trevon wondered. Truth was, there was enough work for two additional mechanics and they turned down nearly as much business as they could accept. The waitlist for even routine maintenance stretched out for weeks.

      Gavyn was throwing money away by not staffing this place appropriately. There was plenty of room for more workstations. So why were they so shorthanded?

      “Not lately.” Quinn puffed up. “Hot Rides is gaining a reputation good enough that people bring their motorcycles from up to two states away for us to modify them. Between you and me, I think Gavyn has been a little hesitant to expand because he’s afraid of the pressure. When we were a small shop, it was easy to manage and success was guaranteed. Taking on more means risking more. And for him that’s a lot to handle…”

      Quinn scrubbed his hand over his mouth as if he was debating revealing more.

      “What?” Trevon was curious sure, but he felt like maybe he could help them. And the thought of being useful instead of a problem for once…well, that was damn attractive.

      “Gavyn’s a recovering alcoholic. Stress could be a trigger for him falling into bad habits. He knows it and so do we.” Quinn met Trevon’s gaze then, as if daring him to think badly of the shop’s owner. If anything, though, it raised his esteem. To know that Gavyn had overcome his struggles…it was damn impressive. Maybe someday Trevon would be able to say the same. Although his issues didn’t stem from substance abuse, they often seemed insurmountable. All they could do, any of them, was try their best.

      “I know. He told me when I asked him to share a beer with me on the deck the other night.” Trevon admitted to himself that he’d been hurt by the guy’s emphatic rejection until he’d explained why he’d declined. It had also made Trevon feel like less of an outcast to know that even these men, whom he looked up to already, had problems. Life wasn’t easy for any of them. If they could overcome some pretty steep hurdles, so could he.

      “Oh. Yep.” Quinn smiled wryly. “Don’t take this personally, but I’m so glad he did. It’s been a while now, maybe five years, even still…”

      “I won’t make that mistake again. In fact, I won’t bring anymore booze to the house.” Trevon didn’t mind. He’d really only bought that six pack in the hopes of bonding with the other guys.

      “Probably for the best. My brother, Roman, and Gavyn met in rehab. I don’t drink at all, since I’ve got shit genes for it. Saw what it did to Roman and my mom. That was plenty for me. Anyway, I think for a while Gavyn was making sure he had everything under control, you know? The fact that he’s willing to take these next steps now makes me really happy and nervous, too. You showed up at the perfect time.”

      “You have no idea.” Trevon released a deep breath. Each day that he worked at Hot Rides and nothing imploded, he relaxed some. He was still amped up enough to realize how close he’d been to his limit when he’d met Quinn. Hearing more about these guys and learning they had their own vulnerabilities made him more willing to share his own. “That tent and the ratty sleeping bags we have aren’t only for fun. It’s not so bad this time of year, but last winter sucked. I don’t want Devra to have to go through that again. Ever.”

      “Shit, Trevon. That’s fucking rough.” Quinn looked as if he might reach out. Instead, he cleared his throat then said, “I’m glad Hot Rides is able to be a place for you like Hot Rods was for me. A safe haven and an answer to a lot of prayers I didn’t think anyone was listening to.”

      What could Quinn have needed saving from? He was an absolute badass who lived a privileged life with a support network that made Trevon and Devra seem like they were stranded on a desert island surrounded by a sea of despair in comparison.

      “So what do you think?” Quinn steered them away from dangerous, emotional territory. “Should we work on your bike?”

      “Are you asking because it would be entertaining for you to have a side project or because you think I need another helping hand?” Okay, both were probably true. Still, there was only so much pity Trevon could stand before his pride rebelled.

      “I don’t have much of a social life. Humor me. Let’s do something fun. Put our skills to good use and fix up your motorcycle.” Quinn paused. “If it was fully restored, it would be worth a crap load of money. Between that and your job here, you’d be good.”

      Trevon froze at that. “I’m not sure it would ever be worth more to someone else than me. It’s the last piece of my family and my legacy I have left. I’ve lost…everything else.”

      “So is that where you got it? You inherited it? I’ve been wondering.” Quinn leaned forward, eager to hear more.

      “Yeah. Pop—that’s my grandfather—brought it back with him after the war. No idea how he managed that. It sat in his barn for decades after he got too unsteady to ride it. Over time, he couldn’t keep up with the maintenance. Not that it was in pristine condition even then. He never saw it as a showpiece, but as a practical vehicle. Later in life, I think it was a reminder of his younger days. I took care of him the past few years. Tried to keep up with his farm, his health, and a million other things, including the bike. It got to be too much. He had a series of small strokes. Then dementia set in. After that, he got prostate cancer. He needed full-time care from actual nurses who knew what they were doing. It cost a fortune. But even when he didn’t know who I was anymore, he would still tell me stories about that motorcycle and the places it had taken him.”

      Quinn got up and wandered closer as Trevon was talking. He thought for one crazy moment that Quinn might open his strong arms and hold him until the terrible dread eased out of his gut. But Trevon couldn’t let that happen. Because it wouldn’t stop there.

      The spark of attraction that had flared between them from the first moment hadn’t been snuffed out over time. Instead, it had built into an inferno. One he couldn’t run away from or put out. It was too mesmerizing and warmed him simply from being near it.

      So he closed his eyes and turned away.

      “It sounds like you did everything you could for him.” Quinn put his hand on Trevon’s shoulder instead. Even that was enough to send a jolt of awareness straight down his spine to his cock.

      It had been so fucking long…

      “I tried my best.” Trevon shrugged, dislodging Quinn’s fingers.

      “You’re a good person,” Quinn said softly. “I may not have known you for long, but I see how you look out for Devra. You always put her first. Even when she told you to test the hammock after your shift the other day, you were out there mowing your damn lawn and mine, too. I saw those flowers you dug up out of the woods and planted along the walkway for her yesterday.”

      They were caring and respectful to each other. That wasn’t a problem.

      Trevon wondered if Quinn had noticed yet that they never went beyond politeness to true intimacy. Maybe he assumed Devra was shy or that her upbringing made public displays of affection uncomfortable for her.

      It might have been Trevon’s imagination, but he thought he saw Quinn eyeing Devra as often as he was leveling those smoldering gazes in Trevon’s direction.

      He didn’t blame the guy. Devra was gorgeous. Any man would want her. He sure as shit did. Trevon was married to her and yet he could never truly have her. “Those little things don’t make up for…everything else.”

      “The stuff she talked about yesterday didn’t sound so inconsequential to me.” Quinn’s voice was sterner. “You heard what she said. You saved her life.”

      “Just because she’s alive doesn’t mean she’s living well.” Trevon rubbed his gut and the familiar ache there. “She didn’t tell you the whole story. In fact, she left out some pretty important and damning shit. To make me look better.”

      Quinn tried again. “Or maybe she doesn’t see things the same way you do.”

      He was relentless. Unfortunately, he was also wrong.

      So Trevon laid it out. He disclosed the cold, hard facts that made him look like the leech he was. “Her father sent her here for an education. For a better life. My grandfather had some distant connection to her dad through a friend of a military friend. They’d never even met or spoken before he reached out. My grandfather was already ill. Racking up tons of medical bills. Her dad was loaded. A successful businessman in their country. He agreed to pay off our debt if we’d watch over Devra. She’d been sheltered and now she was here, in a land full of temptations and pitfalls, on her own. He essentially bought us to protect her.”

      “I’d say he chose well since you two fell in love, got married, and have been battling life’s bullshit side-by-side,” Quinn said, proving he still didn’t get it.

      Not at all.

      Devra hadn’t picked Trevon. She’d been stuck with him. He was a necessary evil, not a man she considered her soul mate. And that’s why he’d never make an advance on her. Not a single kiss, and certainly not anything more.

      Because Devra didn’t have a choice.

      What would it make him if he took her up on the coy glances she sometimes gave him or the time she’d offered, on their wedding night, to lie down for him?

      The thought made him sick.

      “Yeah, well…” He’d try one more time to explain. “Of course, we’d have looked after Devra anyway, for free, but my grandfather was worried about me. We’d already sold everything except a small guesthouse on his farm and…”

      “His motorcycle.” Quinn winced.

      “That bike is all I have left of him and the rest of my family.” Trevon’s shoulders slumped. “I’m not sure I can give it up for any amount of money.”

      Could he be more selfish and weak?

      In that moment, Trevon loathed himself even more than usual.
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      “Hey, Devra is your family now. So am I. Hot Rides, and Hot Rods, are your place, too. If that’s what you want. We’re a collection of misfits and vagabonds, really. You’ll fit right in.” Quinn had already thought Trevon was perfect for the shop. Now he knew it to his core. The guy was one of them whether he realized it yet or not.

      “Thanks, but I’m not sure I belong.” Trevon backed up a step and then another. “See, my grandfather took that money from Devra’s dad. He paid off our debts and put the rest in a trust for his care so we’d never have to worry about it again. What he didn’t know was that Devra’s father would be killed. That their family’s wealth would disappear overnight along with her dad’s body. And that Devra wouldn’t have enough money to finish her schooling so she could land a job that came with a legit visa.”

      Quinn was really hoping this wasn’t going where he thought it might be headed.

      “For that matter, we haven’t even had enough cash to pay for a green card for her. Well, technically we had about a thousand bucks reserved for it, but I fucked up the paperwork. There are a ton of rules and it’s confusing as hell. I did something wrong. So we have to fix it and reapply. Now we need at least twice or maybe three times as much money so we can hire an immigration lawyer to sort the stuff I jacked up and then restart the process, which could take pretty much forever anyway. Devra has very little freedom. We’ve struggled. She hasn’t been much better off here than she would have been back home.”

      “That’s absurd, Trevon. Her father is dead. Anything’s better than that. Plus, she has you. A partner, a confidant, a lover, and a soul mate. To me, those are the most valuable things in life.” Quinn would give anything to have those. If he were matched up, like all his other friends and relatives, he could power through anything else. Why didn’t Trevon see that?

      The guy opened his mouth, then shut it. He opened it again with a growl of frustration, then barked, “It’s not like that, okay?”

      “What? What do you mean?” Quinn grew still and quiet. He waited for Trevon to get a grip on the despair wrinkling his usually smooth features.

      “Here’s the truth.” Trevon smacked his palm on the scuffed bench top, making Quinn wince. “We’re essentially roommates. She agreed to marry me so that I could live up to my promise to protect her. Keep her here. I’ve never made love to Devra. In fact, I’ve never even kissed her. You know, like an on-the-mouth, kiss-me-until-we’re-naked kiss. In fact, I’m pretty sure my wife is a virgin.”

      Quinn’s jaw dropped. He sputtered for a few moments until he could say, “You’re a motherfucking saint, you know that? How can you possibly resist that much temptation? Forget Gavyn and that beer you offered him. Devra is…”

      “Gorgeous, sweet, resilient, funny, kind, a great cook…” Trevon groaned. “Yeah, I know.”

      “What the hell are you waiting for? Go pick some of those flowers, light a couple friggin’ candles, and seduce the hell out of her when she comes home!” Quinn was gesturing like an old lady who’d gotten riled up by neighborhood hooligans toilet-papering her house. His hands flailed as his eyes bugged out.

      It might have been funny if they weren’t discussing something so painful to Trevon, who seemed to deflate in front of his eyes. “Stop, Quinn. I can’t.”

      “Why not?” Quinn nearly shouted. “Because if I was you, I’d be all over that.”

      “I want her.” Trevon frowned. “Desperately. I can’t have her. It’s not right.”

      “You’re married. By just about any standards in the world, including the ones in Devra’s country, I’m pretty sure, you are good to go.” Quinn leaned in. “What’s the problem?”

      He could think of one major possibility that had to do with the way Trevon was staring at his mouth, even now.

      “It has to be her choice. I mean, a real decision.” Trevon shrugged. “And I can never guarantee that’s the case. We’re married. She’ll feel obligated. In fact, she offered once on our wedding night. I turned her away. You’re right. That’s how she was raised, to obey her husband. And I don’t want sex with me to be another duty for her. The cost of her freedom.”

      Quinn was speechless. “A duty? I’d gladly fuck you any day of the week.”

      Trevon didn’t say a word. He didn’t even blink. Quinn thought he might not even be breathing anymore.

      “Oh shit. I shouldn’t have said that.” Quinn tugged on his hair and started to ramble in the hopes that something he said would keep Trevon from running away. Or worse, from grabbing Devra and driving both of them out of his life for good. He’d only just found them. The thought of them going was…frightening and he couldn’t quite say why. “Sorry. Ignore me. And…maybe you’re right. It was easy to say that because I don’t have to fuck you. I mean, not that anyone’s fucking anyone but in theory, I get your point.”

      Trevon was still staring. Not blinking. Totally in shock.

      For endless moments, they stood there looking at each other. Thinking. Processing. Not speaking. Not moving. And definitely not touching. Trying to figure a way out of the mess he’d put them in.

      Eventually Quinn cleared his throat. “I’m sorry. I got carried away. Here’s what I should have said: Devra’s here. She’s alive. And as long as you two keep fighting for a better future, you can untangle the rest as you go.”

      Both of them pretended like all the rest—especially the part about fucking—had never come out of his mouth. Quinn wished he had never dropped those bombs. Yet, he couldn’t stop himself from wanting to drop a few more.

      “I would argue with you, but this week has been a massive turnaround.” Trevon did crack a smile then. “I keep thinking I’m dreaming, to be honest. You have no idea how much you’ve done for us.”

      The two men looked at each other, weighing the person in front of them.

      “I think I’m starting to understand.” Quinn scrunched his eyes closed. “Can I ask one more stupid question before we act like this conversation never happened?”

      “Just one. I think that’s all I can take.” Trevon clutched his chest though the corner of his mouth quirked up in a self-deprecating smile.

      Quinn blurted his query before he could tell himself it was a dumb idea to ask. “Does Devra know you’re into men?”

      Was that part of the reason Trevon was holding back? Maybe he wasn’t bi, but gay. Maybe no matter the circumstances, he’d never be intimate with Devra because physical intimacy with a woman simply wasn’t his thing.

      If that was the case, Quinn got it. He just thought it would be kinder for Trevon to be honest, with himself and his wife, so that they didn’t have to abstain from one of life’s greatest pleasures. They could have a nontraditional arrangement. Maybe one where they were life partners who slept with other people. It wouldn’t be the weirdest thing Quinn had ever heard of. Look at the Powertools crew and the Hot Rods. They’d created their own idyllic situations, even if it broke a lot of the rules most of society upheld in relationships.

      In Quinn’s world, anything was okay so long as everyone involved was honest, up front, and in agreement. Maybe selfishly he was trying to figure out a way, even now, that he could have one half—or both halves—of his new favorite couple for himself.

      Clearly he wasn’t nearly as good a man as Trevon was when it came to integrity.

      “No. She doesn’t.” Trevon pinched the bridge of his nose. “I’m afraid to tell her. I don’t know what her beliefs about it are given her culture.”

      “It’s never come up?” Quinn called bullshit. “Come on.”

      “I guess I’ve avoided the topic as best I can.” Trevon shrugged. “It’s bad enough to know that she’s not in love with me. It would kill me if she looked at me with disgust.”

      “So you haven’t slept with anyone in how long?” Quinn should really shut up now.

      “Two years or so.” Trevon groaned. “I would never cheat on her.”

      That word, cheat, hit Quinn hard. That was a line he swore he’d never cross. Too bad he hadn’t considered all the possible circumstances that might lead him to sleeping with a married person. He wasn’t sure what the right answer was in a situation this…gray.

      He knew what his dick thought about it, though. It wanted to end Trevon’s dry spell, and Devra’s, too. That didn’t mean he’d give in to his wicked fantasies.

      Then Trevon continued, “And even then…I never…with a guy, I mean. I wanted to, but it just never happened. Never found the right person. We lived in the middle of nowhere and I was taking care of Pop by the time I was seventeen.”

      Attempting to be a better person than he felt like at the moment, Quinn swore to himself that he’d be there for his new friend as the guy warred with himself over the best way to honor the vows he’d taken, and obviously had meant. No matter how desperately he wanted to be the right person Trevon had been looking for. “You haven’t had much freedom either, Trevon. Maybe you need to talk to Devra about that, for both your sakes. You might be surprised by her reaction.”

      “You know what? I think you’re right.” Trevon shocked Quinn.

      Was he reconsidering a physical relationship, either with his wife or with Quinn? Would Quinn have the willpower to do what was right if Trevon reached for him right then?

      “About Devra?” he asked.

      “No.” Trevon huffed. “About the bike. We should fix it up and see if anyone wants her. If that’s what it takes to hire a lawyer to figure out all those fucking rules, pay for Devra’s green card application, and get her back on track with school, we should do it. If we get lucky and there’s even some left to put a down payment on a building for the restaurant she’s dreaming about, there’s no question in my mind. Because only then, when she’s able to stand on her own, will I know for sure if she’s choosing to stay with me or if she would rather be free if she could be.”

      Quinn hesitated now that he knew what the motorcycle meant to Trevon. He didn’t want the guy to lose the last tie he had to his heritage and memories of better days. “Maybe you were right. To you, it’s priceless…”

      “Devra’s worth it. Every bit of elbow grease and every penny we might raise. Let’s do this. Let’s bring the bike back to life. If nothing else, my pop would have approved of that. It’s going to take a while, so we might as well do what we can as we can. What happens after that remains to be seen, but at least I’ll have options. Devra will have options.” Trevon nodded to himself as if reconfirming his line of thinking.

      Then he stepped closer, surprising Quinn when he flung a single arm around his shoulder and smacked it twice in a quick bro-hug. Even that was enough to spread flames of desire to every cell of Quinn’s body.

      He leaned in to Trevon’s embrace. And when he looked up at the other guy, whose eyes were glassy and wide, Quinn thought about how easy it would be to tip his face a fraction of an inch and seal their lips together.

      For a moment, they hung there on the precipice of something thrilling and dangerous. Then Trevon stumbled backward, wiping his hands on his jeans. Were they as sweaty as Quinn’s? “Give me a couple minutes.”

      “Yeah. I could use them, too.” Quinn was breathing hard.

      “When I come back, can we forget we had this discussion?” Trevon wondered.

      Quinn would always remember. Not for an instant could he blank out Trevon’s determination and the sacrifices he’d made to care for his family, including Devra. Neither would he get over Devra’s bravery or her resilience.

      These two were fighters. They were exceptional. They were people he wanted in his life.

      So Quinn nodded and lied, “Yeah. We can do that. Go ahead. Go get the bike.”

      Without a backward glance, Trevon marched out of the garage toward the cottage where he’d left the 1938 Indian Chief that could be the key to unlocking his destiny before Quinn could attempt to change his mind.

      He wasn’t sure if he was thrilled or pissed off at himself for putting the idea in Trevon’s mind. It did, however, prove to him that once he opened his mouth, he couldn’t always take back what he said. He’d have to be more careful from then on.

      Especially when it came to Trevon and Devra’s relationship.

      No matter how badly he wanted to repair them, he might have to settle for watching and supporting them as they tried to fix themselves.

      Quinn spun away, practically dashing into the break room. He shut the door, slammed his back up against the cold metal, and breathed hard, staring at the ceiling. When even that wasn’t cooling him down, he crossed to the refrigerator and stuck his head in the freezer until his ears were in danger of frostbite.

      It was going to be a long, hot summer.
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      Devra moaned as the masseuse worked out kinks in her neck and shoulders that had been there so long, she’d forgotten what it felt like when the muscles unknotted. Hell, she probably had just gotten two inches taller. The woman’s healing hands drifted lower over Devra’s buttocks and the backs of her thighs, turning her into a tingling blob of serenity. If she wasn’t careful, she might fall asleep soon.

      Sally’s friend Kayla, who was married to one of the hunky construction workers the ladies had told her all about, was an expert massage therapist. She’d apparently been mentoring the woman who owned this spa, and the Hot Rods women were doing their part to help her build her clientele by indulging in world class treatments in exchange for some honest reviews on the company’s website.

      Devra hoped “bone-meltingly good” sufficed, because it was true.

      As soon as she had stepped inside the retreat, which felt like an oasis nestled amidst the chaos of the outside world, she’d began to relax. Worries and fears that usually plagued her receded. With her mind clear and her body unwound, she felt her lips loosening, too.

      It was easy to chat with the Hot Rods ladies about their jobs, their kids, and especially their relationships. Okay, so far she’d mostly observed and giggled at their antics, wondering what it would be like to have a circle of female friends that close around her.

      Still, it was nearly as refreshing as the spa treatments they were enjoying together.

      Their easy banter and teasing helped Devra overcome some of her nerves, too. Though she’d been in this country for nearly two years now, she didn’t always feel as comfortable being as free with her thoughts, emotions—and definitely not with her body—as women who’d grown up here generally seemed to be. Customs in her homeland were as dissimilar from those here as the food people ate in each place. Though she embraced the differences, she was still easily scandalized in new situations even if she tried not to show it.

      That was one of the reasons she hadn’t been more aggressive with Trevon.

      This time her groan was not one of pleasure. Damn it.

      Devra desperately clung to the tranquility around her. She needed a few more moments of peace before she allowed her problems to surface again.

      “Are you okay?” The masseuse paused.

      “Yes, sorry.” Devra adjusted the towel draped over her behind, making sure everything critical was still covered. “My mind was wandering and it went somewhere I wish it hadn’t.”

      “Sounds like boy trouble to me,” Sabra muttered from the table beside Devra.

      “When is it not boy trouble that causes the most grief?” Kaelyn snorted. “Remind me why they’re worth it again?”

      “Orgasms,” Sally announced without hesitation. “Alllllllll the orgasms they give us. That’s why they’re worth it.”

      Devra’s eyes widened despite the fact that her face was buried in a soft towel. Had Sally really said that out loud in public? Without thinking, she said, “I’m plenty capable of achieving those on my own.”

      The women, including the masseuse, cracked up at that.

      “True. But it’s so much more fun with them,” Nola practically purred.

      Devra wouldn’t know. She’d never been intimate with a man. Not even her own husband. She was careful to keep that fact to herself. These women would never understand. And the factoid would not only ostracize her, but it could also endanger her if someone was to get the wrong idea and report her to Immigration. Everything she and Trevon had struggled for could be for nothing.

      The room lights gradually increased as their massage session ended. Devra heard rustling around her and tipped her head. Squinting, she realized the other women were sitting up, so she did too, careful to hug her towel over her otherwise exposed skin.

      She swayed slightly on the table, amazed at how different she felt.

      “Looks like you really needed that,” Sally said with a soft laugh that wasn’t unkind.

      “More than I realized.” Devra sighed and tipped her neck from side to side, thrilled to find it didn’t ache anymore. “Wow.”

      “Maybe I need to have a talk with that studly husband of yours,” Nola teased, but the possibility that they’d assume Trevon was to blame only served to introduce some of the tension back into Devra’s muscles.

      She choked.

      “Shit, sorry.” Kaelyn smacked Nola’s thigh, then reassured Devra, “She’s only joking. What happens during girl trips stays at girl trips. We cross our hearts.”

      “Oh. Right.” Devra smiled, but it felt wan even to her.

      “I hope you don’t mind me saying, though, that Trevon is mighty fine.” Sabra added and the other Hot Rods ladies nodded in appreciation.

      “I don’t. Mind, I mean. It’s true.” Devra’s smile brightened some. “I’m the luckiest woman alive. He takes such good care of me.”

      Trevon was sinfully sexy. He was so damn tall and strong, he made her feel like no one could ever hurt her. There had never been anyone who came close to him. At least until he’d introduced her to Quinn.

      Now they were probably pretty even in her opinion. Some of that, of course, had to do with how they were such good men in addition to how enticing they were. Both of them were decent, honorable, and—yes—very attractive.

      “So why isn’t he releasing your…tension,” Nola wondered. Her sister, Amber—Gavyn’s wife—elbowed her in the ribs.

      Was it that obvious? Crap.

      The other woman hissed, “Not our business.”

      “Sorry.” Nola held her hands up. “I’m not trying to be nosy. Around here we don’t have many secrets from each other.”

      Since they’d opened the door a crack, Devra figured she might do a little digging of her own. “You do seem to be very close. I envy that.”

      “You can’t live together and survive without being blunt and very honest about…well, pretty much everything.” Kaelyn spread her hands out in front of her, palms up, as if she was an open book.

      “So you all live above the Hot Rods garage then?” Devra had heard them talking about their home but wasn’t sure if she had it straight.”

      “Yep. Everyone except for me and Gavyn. Obviously, since you’ve seen our house at Hot Rides,” Amber confirmed. “We’re the boring ones in the bunch.”

      “So maybe now you see why I needed that damn massage.” Sally chuckled, her eyes sparkling. “I mean, with only one man to handle, you should have half the aches and pains!”

      “Are you saying…?” Devra didn’t dare suggest what she was thinking in case she was wrong. It seemed impossible.

      “Oh. Quinn didn’t tell you?” Sally shrugged. “Oops. Yup. I have two husbands.”

      “Is that legal?” Devra asked. Had she misunderstood the law?

      “Technically, no,” Kaelyn explained. “We have nontraditional relationships. Sally is in love with Eli and Alanso. She is their partner and they’re each other’s. They love each other equally.”

      Mind. Blown. Devra sat up straighter. “Is that common here? Have I been missing something? Why didn’t anyone tell me?”

      Nola laughed. “No, it’s unusual, but we do what we like. And we like sharing. A lot.”

      “Sharing what, exactly?” Devra wondered. Their living space, obviously. She was getting the feeling there was more she didn’t know about them yet.

      Kaelyn was the most logical, so she stepped in to help. “I guess in order to fully understand, we need to back up some. Tom, Eli’s dad, lost his wife to cancer when Eli was young. Before she got sick, she ran the youth crisis center down the street. And after…Tom took over her mission. He provided a safe place for a lot of kids with troubled pasts, several of whom really bonded with Eli. Alanso, Sally, Kaige, Bryce, Holden, Carver, and Quinn’s older brother, Roman. They started the Hot Rods garage together. Over time, their friendship turned into something…more.”

      Devra thought that sounded incredible. As someone who’d lost her own family and had to start again, she could only imagine how unbreakable bonds like that would become over time and the love you would have for people who’d gone through those things with you. Like Trevon had with her.

      “What she’s trying to politely say,” Sally interjected, “is that I’m in love with Alanso and Eli, and the rest of the guys have paired up with these other lucky ladies, but…sometimes…we like to put on shows for each other or get involved in group sex stuff together. It brings us more pleasure than being with only our partners and—speaking for myself—it makes me feel secure. Like I’ll never be alone again.”

      A tear escaped the corner of Devra’s eye before she even realized how deeply what they were saying impacted her. It sounded like heaven.

      “Are you okay?” Sabra asked quietly.

      Devra nodded.

      “Would it be okay if I gave you a hug?” Sally wondered.

      Devra nodded again, enthusiastically. It had been so long since she’d experienced physical comfort. Not since she’d left home, really, because Trevon always shied away from her advances. She’d eventually given up trying, realizing her attempts only made him uncomfortable.

      Sally damn near crushed her in a bear hug and the rest of the Hot Rods ladies piled on. “Is everything okay?”

      “Better than they’ve been in forever.” Devra sniffed and someone handed her a tissue. “Our lives are so different this week from last. I’m grateful. For Quinn and luck or fate or whatever it was that crossed our paths. A week ago, imagining myself being pampered at a spa with a group of ladies like you…”

      “Dirty ladies?” Sabra asked with a wink.

      “No, genuine, kind, inclusive ones, who’ve overcome shitty circumstances to find and nurture love in their lives.” Devra sighed. “I want you to know how appreciative I am that you brought me with you today and that you’re so accepting of me. Of us. I want to be more like you.”

      “Careful what you wish for!” Nola snorted. “But seriously, I’m glad what we told you didn’t scare you away. We weren’t sure what your beliefs are…”

      Devra shrugged. “Maybe at one time I would have freaked out. Now I’m more open-minded. I’ve lived through too much to judge other people for finding happiness however they can. I’m still trying to do that.”

      “Do you have any questions?” Kaelyn asked.

      “Tons.” Devra nodded again.

      “Go ahead. Ask whatever you want. We’ll tell you anything you’re interested in. Probably more than you can handle.” Sabra chuckled as she stretched. The woman was so damn flexible it seemed like she could bend herself in half when she did that.

      “How did you figure this out?” Devra couldn’t even manage to navigate her relationship with one man successfully, never mind multiple couples and the intricate ties that would come from such an elaborate set up. “And how did you take action on your feelings?”

      “Honestly, we waited forever on that part.” Sally shook her head. “Eli especially was so afraid that we’d wreck our friendships that he squashed anything extra that started to bubble up. It caused some damage. Almost too much to get over.”

      “What we’ve realized since then,” Nola added, “is that it’s a lot better for everyone if you say what you’re feeling when you’re feeling it and deal with the repercussions as they come. If you let something build up, it can become too hard to overcome that habitual dusting it under the rug. It seems scarier than it is.”

      Devra could relate. Now that their immediate crises of where to find shelter and how they’d afford their next meal had passed, she was going to have to talk to Trevon. The thought alone had her shoulders tightening up again.

      “Remember that you’ve got support. You can’t get rid of us,” Kaelyn promised. “You can talk to us about anything and we won’t tattle to your guys. We’ve got your back.”

      She cleared her throat, willing to test that theory. “Okay, so… Here’s the thing. I’m terrified that Trevon is gay and only married to me because he felt obligated given my situation. What if I’m keeping him from finding love or living a fulfilled life?”

      The women simply stared, wide-eyed and open-mouthed for a few seconds.

      Devra figured she’d gone far enough that she might as well take their advice and be honest. Once she’d started it felt too good to stop pouring out her anxieties, like draining poison from a wound. “We’ve never… I’ve never with anyone, so I don’t even know what I’m doing. Plus, I think he’s attracted to Quinn. And now that he’s found someone he would otherwise have pursued if he wasn’t stuck with me, I’m scared that things are going to go downhill between us. I have no idea what to do. He’s my best friend. I love him. Oh, and, I can totally see why he’s into Quinn. Because…I think I am too.”

      She didn’t realize she’d started chewing her thumbnail until Sally put her hand over Devra’s and lowered it before saying, “There won’t be anything left of your manicure if you do that.”

      Sabra whistled. “Okay, that’s a lot to deal with. No wonder you nearly jumped off the table when the masseuse started in on you. Girl, you have some thinking to do. And then you’ve got to do something about this or you’re going to regret it for the rest of your life.”

      “I’m sorry to say I think you’re right to be afraid.” Nola took Devra’s hand and squeezed it. “If you stay on this road, you’re going to fall apart. You have some hard shit to do if you want to turn this around before it’s too late.”

      “But if you can manage it, everything will be worth it in the end.” Sally looked her dead in the eye. “I’m telling you. Your life could be…incredible. All around. Including in bed. Imagine what it would be like if you had both Trevon and Quinn to keep you company.”

      Devra took a deep breath and crossed her legs tighter. “Does it make me greedy to dream that could even be a remote possibility?”

      “Yes. And there’s nothing wrong with wanting as much happiness as you can find for yourself as long as it’s not at someone else’s expense.” Nola grinned. “It’s a solid bet Quinn would enjoy an arrangement like that. As for Trevon, well, you know him better than us.”

      Except she didn’t. Not when it came to these things, because they’d never discussed it. Had actively avoided it, actually. “I need to talk to him. It’s going to be a difficult conversation, but you’re right. We have to address the situation soon.”

      “Look, our lifestyle isn’t meant for everyone. I’m just saying there are more flavors out there to choose from than being single or married to one man. Feel free to tell your husband about what we’ve shared, too. I’m sure any of our guys would be willing to sit down and answer his questions if he’s not comfortable asking Quinn about it. Because I’m going to be honest…” Sally looked around at her friends.

      None of them objected.

      So she continued, “We’re nervous. Quinn is practically our little brother as much as he is Roman’s. He has been in a funk lately, and all of a sudden he’s chipper and even maybe kind of hyper. Like a guy who’s…infatuated. I’m not sure what’s going on between you three, and I’m not sure any of you do either. I think you’d be lying to yourselves if you didn’t admit it has the potential to be something. Something great. But if you’re not careful, it could be a disaster, too. We don’t want to see Quinn hurt. Or you. Or Trevon. Please, really take some time to reflect on what you want and don’t be afraid to ask for what you need. If Trevon truly loves you, he’ll listen with an open mind and a gracious heart.”

      That’s exactly what Devra was afraid of. He was so kind and generous. He’d already sacrificed so much for her. Maybe it was time she accepted responsibility for her part in that and told him it was time for him to take instead of always giving.

      She could live with that. He deserved it, even if it didn’t involve her. But if it could… That might be the best of both worlds, more than she’d ever dreamed possible. “You ladies are four lucky bitches, you know that?”

      “So we’ve been told.” Sally grinned.

      “No matter what happens, we’re here if you need to talk,” Kaelyn promised. “Relationships are complicated, and ours more so than most. We’re good listeners. You’ll have to be too if you want this to turn out okay.”

      Devra nodded. “I’m going to try my best. Thank you.”

      She meant it. For opening her eyes and for offering to be there if she crashed and burned while trying to sort things out. She just hoped no one got too badly hurt. Herself included.
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      Devra left the spa a whole new woman. Physically she looked different, spiffed up with a bright red manicure and her hair styled. She’d even been talked into wearing some bolder makeup by the Hot Rods women, who’d sworn she looked amazing. She felt different, too, refreshed and invigorated. Mentally, she was as far away from where she’d been that morning as her hometown was from Middletown. She felt enlightened and ready to conquer the world, starting with her own backyard. Or bedroom.

      As if the Hot Rods had done the same for her insides as the masseuse had done for her muscles, Devra’s guts had unknotted for the first time in years, since she’d entangled Trevon in this mess. He was too decent for his own good.

      It wasn’t going to be easy to approach him for a mature, frank, and empathetic discussion about their issues after trying to ignore them for so long. It was the only way out, though. For them both.

      She owed him that much at least.

      So Devra had asked Sally to drop her off at the end of the long Hot Rides driveway in order to gather her thoughts and prepare for what was to come on the stroll through the quiet, moonlit woods. To make sure she expressed herself in a way that was genuine and respectful, without getting upset or losing control of her emotions no matter what Trevon had to say in response.

      A warm glow spilled from the two neighboring tiny homes onto the narrow stretch of grass separating them, illuminating it twice as brightly where the light overlapped. She stood there for a minute or two, staring at that spot. What if the things the Hot Rods women had said could be true for her and Trevon, too? Could they burn twice as bright if they were open to unconventional possibilities?

      Devra wondered what Quinn was doing inside and what he might think of the details his friends had disclosed. Still, she didn’t allow herself to waver from her original goal: Trevon.

      She’d gotten back a lot later than originally anticipated since the ladies had taken her out to eat after they’d finished at the spa. Devra thought they had been not-so-secretly making sure she was okay and had time to process everything they’d told her before they unleashed her on her poor unsuspecting husband. They’d texted Quinn, who’d relayed the message to Trevon. He’d told her to have fun and not to rush.

      Apparently the guys had been working late at the shop, fixing up Pop’s bike. That should have put Trevon in a good mood, at least.

      He’d obviously waited up for her. She took that as a sign.

      She climbed the three wooden stairs to the tiny home and let herself in, being careful not to slam the front door of this place she appreciated so much. With its whitewashed shiplap and cornflower blue accents, it was cozy and adorable. Bonus, it was also quick to clean from top to bottom. It had everything they needed without being too much. The combo kitchen and living space accounted for most of the ground floor, with an efficient bathroom tucked behind it. Although nothing inside was grandiose, it was still extremely comfortable, well-designed, and covered in high-end finishes. Quinn had explained that when you only needed three square feet of tile, you could afford to splurge.

      Devra couldn’t believe this was really their home now. A place they could call their own. As long as what she was about to do didn’t ruin everything.

      What if it did? At least she wouldn’t be living in constant fear that someday Trevon would wake up and decide he’d had enough of her. Some part of her questioned if he’d made that mistake on her green card application because subconsciously he wasn’t ready for them to be that permanently attached.

      Okay, so that was probably ridiculous, but she still couldn’t help the doubts from creeping in.

      It was time to stop this madness. If he really was still awake. He hadn’t called out a hello to her, so maybe he had fallen asleep with the light on. Wouldn’t be the first time. He worked so hard and wore himself out. Devra put extra effort into approaching quietly in case he’d drifted off while reading or something.

      A bookcase doubled as a ladder leading up to the lofted platform above the kitchen and bathroom that cradled a ridiculously comfortable foam bed beneath a vaulted ceiling made up of the exposed rafters, which had been painted white. Quinn had strung some LED fairy lights around the loft that made it seem magical and romantic. Not at all like the bachelor pad she might have expected of the teenager he’d been when he’d built this place with the help of the Powertools crew.

      Devra took a deep breath, then boosted herself onto the first shelf-rung. It creaked when Trevon climbed it, but he was easily twice her size. She went up slowly, careful not to misplace a foot and knock anything off. That would probably scare the shit out of Trevon. He’d bolt upright in bed and smack his head on one of those pretty beams. Not the way she wanted to begin their talk.

      So when her eyes cleared the platform, she peeked at the bed they shared night after night while keeping as much space down the middle as possible, each of them curled up tight on their respective sides.

      Devra hated that gap that she couldn’t seem to bridge. But if it hurt her to lie next to him without cuddling, speaking soft words, or making love, well, that was her problem, not his. He’d never promised her more than a safe haven, which he’d delivered.

      What she saw wasn’t at all what she expected.

      Trevon was very definitely awake. In fact, he was woke all over.

      Her eyes flew open wide and she nearly lost her grip on the bookcase, which would have resulted in her crashing to the ground below and ruining the very intimate moment for Trevon.

      So she clung tight. And couldn’t stop staring.

      No wonder he hadn’t greeted her. He appeared extremely distracted by whatever he was watching on the tablet Quinn had lent them. Was that…pornography?

      The soft moans and the sound of skin slapping skin that began to come from the device seemed to support her theory.

      It was then she realized that Trevon was holding the tablet with one hand while the other had slipped beneath the sheet covering him up to his waist. The tent made by his erection was obvious even from her vantage point. She’d never seen a naked man before Trevon, and only a few times when he’d been coming out of the shower or changing clothes, but she wondered if all of them were as big as he was. She guessed not.

      What she saw shocked her. Yet it fascinated her, too.

      She should go. Or at least back up a few steps and make sure he knew she was there.

      Except she couldn’t look away. The gentleman who’d sacrificed so much for her was sprawled on the bed, making it seem much smaller than she knew it was.

      His hand added to the bulk under the sheet, moving in slow strokes for a bit before he shifted and the sheet fell away from his groin. Devra stared, utterly frozen by curiosity and…desire. She licked her lips as his hand began to move faster, pumping up his shaft, making it harder and darker.

      She’d never seen it erect before, never mind that hard. Impressive even when he was getting out of the shower or changing clothes, now it was big enough that she gulped.

      She should leave.

      But she couldn’t stop staring at her husband and the things he was doing to himself. It looked like it felt so damn good. Why hadn’t he let her do this for him? Was it because she didn’t have experience and didn’t know how to do it right?

      He could have taught her. She would have enjoyed putting that look of pure rapture on his face.

      What was he thinking about when he paused, his eyes scrunched closed so tightly as he worked himself like that—rough, fast, and a little desperate now?

      Should she climb the rest of the bookcase and offer to take care of him?

      He’d done the same for her in so many ways aside from the physical, it seemed like hardly anything to trade. And part of her would love to…if only things were different between them. If only it wouldn’t seem like some crazy obligation to both of them.

      No, she couldn’t. Not until they’d talked. And this didn’t seem like the right time anymore.

      Devra bit her lip. Hard. Still, she didn’t retreat.

      When he paused and reached up to brush the pad of his calloused thumb over his nipple, she realized her hand was mimicking his. She pinched the rock-hard tip of her breast, clapping her other hand over her mouth to keep from hissing at the contact. In her country, she could probably be put to death for spying on a man like this. For what she was watching and the things it made her want.

      Here, she didn’t care. She needed to see what he was doing and how he could make himself feel good so maybe someday she could do it for him. Or for Quinn. Or maybe for both.

      Devra’s head tipped to the side as the sounds coming from the tablet escalated and she realized that there were two distinct performers. Both moaning and murmuring nasty things to each other. Both male.

      Her heart sped up and her hands grew damp. This time not in such a good way. Maybe this was why Trevon hadn’t let her touch him. Maybe she wasn’t what he wanted.

      She’d suspected that could be, especially after how he’d been acting around Quinn, but…

      Had she almost made a complete fool of herself?

      Devra trembled, her fingers going back to the bookcase to hold herself steady.

      Trevon’s hand wandered back down his chest and the ripped muscles of his abs. He cupped his balls and rolled them around in his palm, then trailed his fingers over the taut skin there before allowing himself to take hold of his cock again.

      He lifted it off his body. It looked heavy and full.

      A groan escaped him, rivaling the ones coming from the movie he was watching, as he wrapped his hand around it and began to pump with more purpose this time. His thumb swiped across the tip, spreading fluid that made it glisten in the low light.

      What would it taste like? What would he feel like if it were her fingers around him?

      Devra doubted she’d be able to clasp him with just one hand. It would take two. She would surround him and stroke him until he shuddered as he was now. Sweat began to form on his brow and his legs grew restless beneath the sheet.

      His hand sped up, working himself faster and faster.

      It didn’t take long before he seemed strung as tight as a bow ready to fire an arrow.

      And when one of the men on the video cried out in ecstasy, followed shortly by his partner echoing him, Trevon’s entire body froze, clenched, then bucked. His hips thrust upward and his erection jutted out from the end of his fist.

      A stream of pearly seed launched from his cock and splattered on his chest. He grunted and flexed in a primal display of passion that Devra thought was beautiful and somewhat frightening all at once.

      Forbidden and exquisite. Raw and real.

      As the fluid hit and spread over his muscles, he cried out, “Quinn!”

      That one word lanced Devra’s heart.

      It ripped away any shred of confidence she’d had. Thank God she hadn’t made a fool of herself after all. She tore her gaze from her gorgeous husband and the pain that she was causing him by keeping him from what he really craved. It was only then she realized how much he’d given up by marrying her. She was ruining his life, and she didn’t know what else to do.

      Devra scurried down the bookcase ladder, crossed to the front door, opened and shut it with a bang, then dashed into the bathroom. She closed the door on Trevon, the sham they had been living, and the possibility of making their marriage a real one.

      She locked herself inside before stripping off her clothes. With a flick of her wrist, she turned on the water to the hottest setting before sinking to the floor beneath the spray and crumpling into a ball. It scorched her back as it also flattened the pretty waves of her silly hairdo. She tipped her face up into the water and let the makeup drip off her cheeks and swirl the drain before disappearing. It didn’t make her feel any cleaner. Not even after she’d stayed there long enough to cry her eyes out.

      Who had she been kidding? She wasn’t a seductress. And even if she had been, it wouldn’t have made her desirable to her husband. He needed things she couldn’t give him. He craved the touch of a man.

      No matter how much she wanted to set him free, she needed him to keep her close to survive.

      How was she going to make this right? She was terrified she couldn’t. At least not while ensuring her own heart and soul remained intact.

      Because it was clear to her now that she was on the verge of losing her husband.

      Devra loved Trevon, and she didn’t want to give him up even if that’s what was best for him. She had to let him go, but she couldn’t.

      Which made her the most selfish, disgusting woman in the world.
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      Quinn looked up from the engine he was rebuilding and saw Devra approaching, her long black hair shining as the breeze stirred it behind her. She was carrying the cobalt blue tray that was starting to elicit a Pavlovian response from him. He smiled and called to Trevon, “Hey, man. Look sharp. Your wife is incoming. I think she’s bringing us some lunch.”

      There were a lot of things he liked about having Devra and Trevon around Hot Rides, but he had to admit her homemade meals was one of his favorites.

      “Do you think she made falafels? I swear I could eat them every day and never get tired of her. Them, I mean.” Quinn rushed to correct his slip of tongue. His crass thoughts were getting harder to keep to himself, though. He’d been walking around with a perma-boner for days, making him think ruefully of those ED pill commercials that warned about prolonged erections.

      Hopefully he wasn’t causing permanent damage downstairs.

      “I think she said she was doing shakshouka today, but that was yesterday. Now who knows?” Trevon trailed off.

      “Even better.” Quinn rose from his crouch and wiped his hands on his jumpsuit. Trevon kept working. So he kicked the bottom of the other guy’s boot with just enough force to get his attention. “Dude, let’s go.”

      Trevon didn’t look up from what he was doing. He muttered, “Be there in a minute.”

      That was weird. Usually he was racing Quinn to the break room, especially when Devra made shakshouka. It was his favorite.

      “Suit yourself. Don’t come crying if I polish it all off before you can get some, though. I don’t have much self-control when it comes to your wife. Her cooking.” Quinn figured he’d better just go eat before he put his foot in his mouth again. Devra’s food tasted a lot better than dirty boots.

      He turned and met her on the walkway, scooping the tray from her and carrying it the rest of the way. “Damn, Devra. This smells even better than yesterday’s lunch.”

      “Thanks.” She didn’t smile when she said it.

      “Everything okay?” he asked as he opened the door and held it for her to enter first.

      She seemed reluctant to join him, looking into the garage for her husband. “Yes. Where’s Trevon?”

      “Working.” Quinn rolled his eyes. “His boss must be a total asshole.”

      Devra did look up then, shaking her head. “He’s definitely not. It must be important, though, or Trevon would be in here, spending time with you.”

      “You mean eating this amazing food, right?” Quinn was kidding around. He snagged a plate and some silverware from the cabinet and dug in. “What is this?” He pointed to a plate stacked with triangles of fried dough.

      “Potato and cheese sambusa,” she said, her voice devoid of its usual sparkle.

      He had to do something drastic to make her laugh, or crack a smile, something. This side of her was one he didn’t know and it sort of alarmed him. Quinn plucked one up, popped it in his mouth whole, and groaned in genuine delight as the flavors of onions, cilantro, and a familiar custom spice mix he’d learned she called hawaij, burst over his tongue. “Devra, these are so fucking good I could kiss you.”

      Her gaze flicked to his barely long enough for him to realize how panicked her eyes were before returning to the ground.

      What. The. Fuck.

      Had he overstepped? Made her uncomfortable because Trevon wasn’t around? Or maybe because she was more conservative and innocent than most people he knew? Before he could figure it out, she bolted.

      “I’d better go. I’ll come back later for the dishes.” She was already several steps away when he had an idea.

      “Don’t worry about that. I’ll wash them and return them to you this evening. It’s the least I can do.” Quinn had also bought a bunch of groceries he planned to haul across the yard with the dishes. He was eating enough for three people. Didn’t seem right for her and Trevon to pay for it all and do the work of preparing and serving it, too.

      “Maybe it’d be better if I send Trevon over to get them.” She wrung her hands and said, “He likes spending time with you. You two should do guy stuff after work, you know? Without me.”

      Uhhhh. Quinn wasn’t sure what was going on, but he could tell he was missing something. “Um, okay. But you’re welcome to hang out with us, too.”

      “I think he needs more time alone. Or, away from me, I guess. Maybe I’ll go to Hot Rods and see what the ladies are up to while you two work on Pop’s bike or do…whatever. I’ll make sure I call before I come back.”

      “Okay, Devra. Whatever you want. I know the Hot Rods would be happy to have you over.” Quinn scratched his jaw, puzzled.

      “Of course.” She didn’t say you’re welcome. “Enjoy.”

      She turned to go as Trevon was coming through the door. When their chests might have touched in the close quarters, she swerved in a move worthy of a contortionist to avoid coming in contact with her husband.

      “You sure you don’t want to eat with us?” Trevon asked her, putting out a hand to keep her from crashing into the wall after her drastic maneuver.

      “Positive.” She dodged that, too, then spun on her heel and marched away, head down.

      “What’s up with her?” Quinn asked Trevon.

      Trevon shrugged. “I’m not sure. She’s been acting super weird since she got back from the spa with the Hot Rods ladies last night. What the hell happened there? I assumed they were going to do girly stuff and bitch about their husbands or some shit.”

      “Oh fuck.” Quinn threw down his fork. Delicious food stuck in his throat. Trevon was right. That’s probably exactly what they had done. “There are some things you should know…”

      He probably should have briefed Trevon about his friends but they’d gotten so busy talking about heavy subjects and after that, they’d chased away the negative energy by working on the Indian. To Quinn, the Hot Rods and their unconventional relationships were normal. He hadn’t thought about how uncomfortable it might make someone with Devra’s upbringing to be around them.

      “They’re not like serial killers or something, right?” Trevon rocked back in his chair without putting a morsel on his plate. He locked his fingers over his stomach as if it hurt. “What the hell is going on?”

      “They’re amazing people.” Quinn promised. “You know how Devra says you saved her life, well, they saved mine. It’s just that they’re…uh…”

      “What?” Trevon asked.

      “Polyamorous.” Quinn still felt defensive and apprehensive telling someone new about their lifestyle. Because what if Trevon judged them? Then he’d be judging Quinn, too, without even knowing it.

      “They’re married, though, right?” Trevon narrowed his eyes. He did say he’d seen a few episodes of the Hot Rods reality show. Of course, the network didn’t exactly air orgies, but…

      “Yes, they are. They also share an incredible bond as a group. Well, in a lot of different ways. Mustang Sally is married to Alanso, but Eli is their partner as well. They’re a triad. And they and the other couples sometimes party together, if you know what I mean.” Quinn wanted Trevon to understand it wasn’t only about sex. “They had rough lives. And they came to rely on each other. Love each other. The things they enjoy also make them feel…”

      “Whole. Part of something. Secure.” Trevon nodded. “I could see that. Fuck. That sounds…”

      Quinn prayed he didn’t say something like disgusting, fucked up, or immoral next.

      “Hot as hell.” He swiped his hand over his face as if it really had gotten twenty degrees warmer in there. “Can I ask…Sally, Eli, and Alanso. How does that work? Does she have two men or are they also—”

      “Lovers?” Quinn supplied.

      Trevon nodded. “Yeah, that.”

      “Oh, definitely.” He figured it was time to come clean. Hell, he knew Trevon had a thing for men. Maybe he wanted the best of both worlds, too. “They love Sally and they get off on driving her wild, but there’s also something between them. Something really powerful.”

      “Why are you saying it like that?” Trevon wondered. “Like it hurts you.”

      “Because they make me jealous. I love the idea of what they have. I’m bisexual and I enjoy having two partners, a man and a woman. If I could find my own relationship like theirs I’d consider myself the luckiest man alive.”

      There. He’d admitted it. And he couldn’t take it back. Didn’t even want to.

      Trevon stood up so fast, his chair scraped against the concrete loud enough to make them both jump. “I better go see if Devra’s okay.”

      Quinn wasn’t trying to be a perv, but he couldn’t help but notice the giant bulge in Trevon’s jumpsuit. It was right there, at eye level. He gripped the table as hard as he could to keep from lunging across it and ripping down the zipper to see it and suck it without those layers of bulky canvas and denim in between them.

      “Yeah. Yeah, you should.” Quinn needed a few minutes to himself, too.

      He watched Trevon run down the driveway toward their tiny homes, then went into the garage and flipped the sign from Open to Closed. He trudged back into the break room and piled his plate high with Devra’s exceptional food.

      Damn if he would let her efforts go to waste. Besides, in some weird way, consuming the meal she’d cooked made him feel closer to her, warmed from the inside out.

      Hopefully she wouldn’t be so cold next time they ran into one another.

      If she was—or worse, if Trevon took her and left Hot Rides for good—Quinn would be crushed.
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      Trevon crashed through the door, then froze when he saw Devra braced against the kitchen counter on straight-locked arms. Her head was bowed, her hair curtaining her face. But her sobs were plain despite the fact that he couldn’t see the tears falling from her beautiful eyes.

      Even when they’d gotten the news of her father’s demise, he hadn’t seen her break down like this. She’d wept, of course, but had been more stoic and almost resigned. This was…pure panic and heartbreak. What had hurt her and how could he make it better?

      “Devra,” he groaned, crossing to her then stopping a few feet short before he could gather her in his arms and tuck her against his chest. He wanted nothing more than to hold her and rock her until they both calmed down and could hash things out.

      Would she welcome his touch in such a vulnerable moment?

      Probably not.

      Maybe, if they could get beyond the barriers they’d learned to construct around these deep wounds they held inside, they could start to make some progress in their relationship. Trevon crooned, “Devra, honey. Don’t cry. Everything’s going to be okay.”

      “It’s not!” She flung her head back, her hair whipping around, so she could glare at him defiantly. Her eyes burned like molten gold. It was the first time she’d ever shown him this side of her, a fiery side. It did nothing to help his hard-on settle down.

      “Okay.” He raised his hands, palms out, and held them there. “Tell me what’s wrong then. Please? We’ll figure out how to get through it together.”

      “Are you sure that’s what you want?” Her beautiful features were twisted in pain that hurt him to see.

      “Of course.” How could she doubt that after everything they’d endured by each other’s sides? He took a step toward her, except she retreated one, her ass bumping into the cabinet in the corner of the tiny-home kitchen.

      She had nowhere left to run.

      Trevon was at a loss. He wasn’t trying to trap her, he just needed to understand what was happening. Maybe Quinn was right. Maybe the Hot Rods had exposed her to things that had shocked her. “What the hell is going on here, Devra? Did you hear or see something last night that upset you?”

      “Like you masturbating to fantasies of Quinn?” she asked, deflating before his eyes, clinging to the countertop behind her for support as her knees threatened to buckle. “Yes.”

      Trevon coughed. Air rushed out of his lungs like it would from a blown tire. He clutched his chest as he bent at the waist, doubled over with the impact of her accusation and the ramifications it would have on their life. He’d tried so hard to suppress those parts of himself so that he could make her happy.

      Clearly, he’d failed.

      They were both miserable.

      “I shouldn’t have snooped, I’m sorry, but I checked your browser history, too. You really like to watch gay porn.”

      She’d done what?

      “You’ve been spying on me?” Trevon snarled, feeling like an injured animal, surrounded by hunters.

      “It’s okay.” Devra held her hands up. Tears spilled down her cheeks, calling her a liar. “I’m not judging you. And I’m not mad. I’m more…distressed. Ashamed that I’ve been holding you back from what you really need. We both know you’re only with me out of obligation.”

      “That’s bullshit!” Trevon never got angry. Except for right then. The skin of his face felt like it had touched the exhaust pipe of his bike. Warmth spread down his neck and across his chest.

      He wouldn’t have been surprised if he began to overheat and steam started pouring out of his ears. It only got worse when she kept spouting such garbage.

      “I’ve been enough of a burden on you already.” Devra stood taller then, even if her legs wobbled some as she did. “I’m thinking maybe it’s best if I leave so you can be who you were really meant to be. So you can be happy…without me.”

      “Stop…talking…like that.” Trevon hissed between clenched teeth. It was killing him that she thought these things. Where had he fucked up so badly that she didn’t realize how much he loved her? “You know I care for you. You’re my best friend and I wouldn’t change anything between us.”

      Devra winced at that. “Really? Because I would.”

      It caught him off-guard, exactly how much it hurt to hear her say that. “I know things haven’t been perfect. I’m doing my best for us, though. With this job and this house—”

      Devra silenced him. “That’s not what I’m talking about. I mean that I want more, for us both, than a platonic partnership that allows us to get by comfortably. You’re obviously craving the same thing—passion. And if I’m not the one who can give it to you…”

      “How am I supposed to take from you, Devra?” Trevon didn’t see how it was possible that he could without feeling like he was abusing their situation. He was her only choice. That wasn’t right.

      “I know. I get it. I’m not right for you. Quinn seems like he is.” She dashed tears from her face with the back of her hands then stared him straight in the eye when she said, “You should go for it. Make a move and see if he’s interested. You’re an amazing man. You deserve to be happy.”

      “No.” Trevon shook his head and waved his hands in front of his chest. “No way.”

      “Why wouldn’t you want to experience your fantasies if you have the chance?” Devra asked, rocking Trevon’s world. “I completely understand, you know. He’s sexy. He’s responsible. He’s empathetic. He’s rugged and he’s a little bit broken, isn’t he? Honestly, I think maybe he needs you as much as I do. Did. I mean did.”

      Trevon couldn’t react for a moment, torn in two directions. One path was hopeful and exciting so he went that way first. “You’re attracted to Quinn, too?”

      When she refused to answer, crossing her arms, he voiced his other thought. “You really don’t need me anymore?”

      Why did that thought bruise his heart? He liked protecting her. The ragtag team they’d become over the past two years—when it was them against the world—was something he prized. Didn’t she?

      Devra gave him purpose and made him feel like he was doing something right no matter how terrible the rest of their lives had gotten. Unfortunately, she dodged that question, too.

      Instead, she said, “Maybe you need to do some things for yourself more than others right now. And if that’s too much for you to handle, then at least do something for Quinn. He needs someone, too.”

      Trevon didn’t like that as she cooled down, her calm rationality was starting to make some sort of sense to him. He didn’t want her to be right about this. It confused him that she could be so practical and so willing to let go of what they’d been building between them.

      Devra didn’t resolve any of the doubts or insecurities she’d raised within him. She sounded tired, utterly wiped out, when she said, “I’m going to Hot Rods for a while. Okay?”

      He sure as shit wasn’t going to stop her. He wasn’t her parent; he was her husband. Her partner, or at least he had thought he was. “Of course. Just…have someone call Quinn when you get there so I know you’re safe, please?”

      “I’m glad you still care.” She brushed fresh moisture from her eyes, then raced over and hugged him. Before he could do the same, she dashed to the door, pausing only to say over her shoulder, “I’m sorry, Trevon. I’m so sorry I did this to you.”

      Devra took off then, jogging out of sight before he could even figure out what to do. He wandered out onto the porch to keep her in sight a few moments more, cursed, then kicked the post next to the stairs. Even with his boots on, the impact radiated up his leg.

      “Careful, neighbor,” came a soft warning from next door. Quinn. Fuck.

      Trevon didn’t think he was ready to face the man and come clean about the big blowup he’d just had with his wife. Not caused by something Quinn’s friends had done after all, but because of his own dumbass judgment and the outlet he’d chosen for his pent-up desires.

      “I didn’t mean to eavesdrop, but I couldn’t sit up in the garage knowing you two were fighting and, well…” Quinn gestured to the tiny strip of grass between the cottages.

      Oh fuck. How much had he heard? Trevon tried to replay their argument in his mind.

      It was pretty damning.

      “Is it true?” Quinn asked. “What she said? About last night?”

      Of course it was, but was Trevon ready to admit it?

      All this subterfuge and burying of issues was what was causing their problems. If he wanted any hope of digging out of the mess he’d made, he’d have to come clean. To Quinn. And to his wife.

      “Yeah.” He scrubbed his hand over his face.

      Quinn tracked the movement as if he was studying Trevon’s fingers and picturing what they would look like wrapped around the erection still making an obvious bulge in his pants at that moment despite—or maybe enhanced by—the endorphins, adrenaline, and salacious thoughts his shouting match with Devra had stirred up.

      “Do you plan to follow through on what she suggested?” Quinn wondered, idly leaning one shoulder against his own porch support, his hands jammed in his pockets as if Trevon’s response didn’t matter. But Devra had been right about that at least.

      Quinn wasn’t whole either. Trevon could tell because he recognized fractured parts of himself in the other guy. Devra obviously was cracked, too. They were a matched set, the three of them.

      So he chose his words carefully. “I would like to, if there weren’t consequences.”

      “I wouldn’t pick me over her either.” Quinn barked out a laugh. It rang false. Hollow. Not at all like the genuine amusement they’d shared during long days at Hot Rides.

      “It’s not like that,” Trevon promised. “I’m married. Whether or not Devra believes it, I meant every word of the vows I took with her. I love her. I just…”

      “You’re stuck.” Quinn nodded. “I know. You told me. I have to be honest, Trevon. If Devra hadn’t just gone apeshit on you, I would.”

      “What?” Trevon hadn’t expected that. Some friend Quinn was. He threw his hands up. “Why?”

      “Were you listening to what she said?” Quinn crossed the lawn to stand next to Trevon. “I heard her shout that she wanted things to be different. She’s tired of only being your best friend. She’s afraid you don’t want her because you’re gay and that she’s stifling you by being married to her.”

      “Oh.” Trevon plopped onto the top stair. He thought about it carefully from Quinn’s perspective, taking a minute or more to rehash their argument. “She sort of did imply that, didn’t she?”

      His head spun.

      “If you don’t fuck your wife soon, you are going to end up losing her.” Quinn put his hand on Trevon’s shoulder.

      He scrunched his eyes closed. “I’m not good at this. You’ve known her for a week and you can read her better than me. I’m afraid that if we cross that line, I’ll be taking advantage. What if she changes her mind but I’m so lost in the moment, in finally having her, that I don’t see it? I would never forgive myself.”

      “That’s not going to happen. But…” Quinn hesitated. He swallowed hard, then shook his head as if he wasn’t going to finish his thought.

      “What?” Trevon turned toward Quinn and put his hand on the other guy’s knee. He squeezed, surprised when Quinn’s calf clenched tight at the contact. “Please. What? I need help.”

      “If you’re seriously so worried that it will prevent you from ever taking that next step with her, and if you also think it might calm her nerves about you being bisexual and what that means for your marriage, I’d be willing to—”

      Trevon’s mind was instantly flooded with new, much wilder fantasies than what he’d been thinking of the night before. He reflected on what Quinn had told him about the Hot Rods and how they rolled. Yes. Yes, it could work. “If she was up for it, you’d make love to Devra with me? At least for the first time? Her first time. Our first time.”

      It was an outlandish idea, but it might be exactly what they needed.

      “Think of me as more of a sexy chaperone.” Quinn shrugged as if it didn’t matter, though Trevon knew the stakes were high for all three of them. What Quinn was volunteering to do was dangerous for him, too. He would be an outsider and there wasn’t much upside other than fleeting pleasure for him.

      “If we do this…” Trevon looked up at Quinn. “You need to swear that you’re not going to blame yourself if shit doesn’t work out. You’re right. It’s kind of a last-ditch effort at this point. But if we don’t do something drastic, we’re not going to make it. So if we try, and it still doesn’t work out, that’s not on you. Got it?”

      “Yeah.” Quinn nodded, but his mouth was set in a tight slash that made Trevon wonder if he really meant it.

      This was either the best or worst idea he’d ever had, and he wouldn’t know which until it was too late to change his mind. “Okay then. How are we going to do this?”

      “Simple. We’re going to seduce your wife. First, you’ve got to talk to her and make sure we’re not ambushing her. She has to agree up front, without us pressuring her into it once she’s turned on.” Quinn was serious about that and Trevon agreed. They wouldn’t do anything unless that’s what Devra wanted, too.

      “I hope you’re right about this.” Trevon kept replaying the moment Devra said she would change things between them if it was up to her. Maybe this was exactly what she’d needed from him and hadn’t been getting. He also couldn’t stop thinking about how adamant she’d been that he experiment with Quinn.

      Maybe they both would get what they needed. Maybe this could save them.

      “I am.” Quinn’s smile brightened up the shadows that had been lurking inside Trevon for a while now as he gripped Trevon’s shoulder tighter and shook him a bit. “Thank you for trusting me. This is going to be amazing.”

      “Somehow, I believe you.” Trevon couldn’t decide if he was a fool or a genius.

      But he was going to find out soon enough.
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      Quinn hung out with Trevon for a few hours, doing some more work on the Indian to take their minds off the shit about to go down. Eventually, they gave up. It was impossible not to think about what might lie ahead.

      “I’m going to go see my brother and Tom. I’ll bring Devra home whenever she’s ready, okay?” Quinn asked.

      Trevon nodded and turned toward the cottage. “Thanks.”

      “No problem.” Quinn couldn’t help but tease him a little. “If you want to jerk off over my hotness, try to do it quick so she doesn’t bust you this time, cool?”

      Trevon shot him the finger, but his laughter was clear through the steamy, late afternoon air.

      Quinn grinned as he got on his motorcycle and breathed easier himself. He took the long way to Hot Rods and had mostly settled down, his mind clearer, when he rolled up behind the shop. He looked up above the garage and saw lights on but decided he needed to get Tom’s opinion first.

      Tom was his surrogate father and not part of the complex poly relationship the rest of their family-by-choice had going on. If he thought Quinn was doing the right thing, then that was the gold standard test.

      Quinn clomped up the stairs to the door and rapped once, hard, since he’d walked in on Tom and his bride more than once and never wanted to do it again.

      He’d gotten trained to knock early on in his stay at Hot Rods both at the main house and definitely at his brother’s place above the garage.

      “Get in here, Quinn,” Tom shouted. “We’ve got some shit to talk about.”

      Figured. Word traveled fast in Middletown, and lightning fast among his circle of friends.

      He was shaking his head as he made his way into the kitchen, not too surprised to see his brother Roman already there. In front of Tom and Roman on the table was a laptop. That could only mean one thing. They were talking about him with some of their other friends who lived out of state.

      The Powertools crew.

      Well, shit. There was no escaping now. At least Quinn would have plenty of feedback, from people he trusted, about what he was about to do. They would have no problem telling him straight up if he was letting his dick do the thinking in this situation.

      At least that gave him some peace of mind. If nothing else, he wanted to be sure that Devra and Trevon didn’t get hurt anymore by what he’d proposed. He cared about them and wanted them to make it out of this happy and whole. If he couldn’t have a perfect relationship for himself, he at least wanted to see those around him make it work so that he knew it was possible—someday—for him to find the right people to love him.

      Maybe. There was a dark sliver that thought he might just be unlovable. Even his own mother hadn’t been able to care for him like she should have.

      Quinn shook that thought off as he sat beside Roman. Sure enough, a random collection of the Powertools crew were on screen, lounging on the massive sectional in Kayla and Dave’s cabin at their mountain resort.

      “Hey.” He waved to Dave, Kayla, Mike, Joe, and Devon. The rest of the crew might be within earshot, though he couldn’t see them onscreen at the moment. “Any little ears around I need to worry about?”

      “Nah. Abby, Nathan, Klea, and Landry are outside with Morgan, Kate, and my guys,” Devon told him. The four crew kids were getting bigger every time he saw them. Hell, Abby was going to turn ten soon. He couldn’t believe time was going by so quickly. It made him realize he was letting too many chances go to find his own forever person, or people.

      “So cut the crap and get right to the good stuff.” Mike, the foreman of the Powertools construction crew leaned forward. “What’s going on with those two at your shop? We met Devra earlier when she was hanging out with the Hot Rods ladies. She seems pretty fucking great. And cute, too. So why did it look like she’d been crying her damn eyes out?”

      “They’re married. And they’re having issues.” Quinn shrugged one shoulder. That’s the simplest way he could summarize it.

      “What kind of issues?” Kayla asked.

      Tom and Roman were staring at Quinn along with their friends on the other side of the internet connection.

      He cleared his throat, then explained, “Trevon is bisexual. He has a crush on me…”

      “Which is mutual, I presume,” Dave said.

      Quinn nodded. “Fuck yes. If you think Devra is cute—which is bullshit because she’s gorgeous—you should see him. He’s…anyway…”

      If he didn’t quit thinking about that, he’d end up a lot more uncomfortable than he already was. Roman was grinning at him and Tom was masking a smile with his palm.

      “Even though they’re married and they’re hot as hell, both of them, they’ve never had sex together. Devra, likely never at all for that matter.” Quinn dropped the bomb and braced himself for the million questions that would follow.

      “What?” Devon’s eyes grew wide.

      “Why not?” Mike wondered.

      Dave stood up, lurching a little on his bad leg, which stiffened when he sat too long. “Quinn, are you getting yourself entangled in too much drama here? You don’t need that in your life.”

      “I feel like…I can help them. That’s not stupid, is it?” Quinn honestly needed to know.

      “Yes. It probably is.” Roman knocked his knee lightly into Quinn’s. “But why do you think that?”

      “Devra thinks she’s an obligation to Trevon. He married her in part so she could stay here instead of having to move back to Yemen after her father was killed. It’s not safe for her there. And of course Trevon did protect her, but he also loves her. I can see it every time he looks at her. They’re best friends and could be so much more. Trevon is afraid to show her that because he feels like she’s stuck with him and didn’t have a choice. It’s all so fucked up. And then, yesterday, Devra walked in on Trevon having a private moment with himself…”

      “Jerking off?” Joe asked. “So what?”

      Tom was muttering about kids today and over-sharing, but he didn’t stop Quinn from finishing the story. “He sort of, uh, called my name when… you know.”

      Everyone groaned in unison.

      “Yeah. Exactly.” Quinn planted his elbows on the table and buried his face in his hands.

      “So that poor girl thinks her husband is only married to her because it was the right thing to do, but that he’s really into guys and not her, otherwise he surely would have fucked her senseless by now. Right?” Kayla put her hand over her mouth. “I’d cry, too. She obviously really loves him or she wouldn’t care that she’s hurting him by staying married when she has no other choice. This really is messed up.”

      Tom leaned forward so he could meet Quinn’s gaze. “How exactly are you going to help them?”

      “By having sex with them.” Okay, it didn’t sound like such an awesome plan in this context, but it had made sense to him earlier.

      Tom simply kept staring. “I don’t get it. Are you sure you’ve thought this through, or is this some excuse to get what you want that you’re going to regret later?”

      He didn’t say it, but Quinn heard the like that time you slept with your girlfriend’s brother that remained unspoken.

      “Hang on, Tom.” Roman came to Quinn’s rescue as always. “I sort of think it makes sense. You’re trying to get them past this mental roadblock they have so they can see they’re compatible and meant to be much more than friends. Plus, you’re going to enjoy the hell out of it for the moment.”

      “But long-term…” Tom was still confused.

      “There is no long-term plan.” Quinn shrugged. “I just want to help. To make things right and maybe, yes, to atone for that time I pushed people apart instead of bringing them together.”

      “You’re going to sacrifice your own happiness?” Joe frowned. “I’m not sure this is a good idea, Quinn. Yes, you can help them. But you need to think about what’s best for yourself, too. If you care about them, and I think you do, in addition to being attracted to them…”

      “This is going to end up biting you in the ass.” Mike might as well have hit him over the head with a two-by-four. “You’re going to get hurt.”

      Probably true.

      That wasn’t going to stop him from doing it anyway. “At least it’ll feel good for tonight. Or…whenever they take me up on it. If they do.”

      Tom scowled. “I don’t like this.”

      Roman looked between Tom, the Powertools crew, and then Quinn. “Sometimes you have to take a risk. Yes, you might get burned. But…there’s something here. I haven’t seen you like this, well, ever. They’re calling to you and you’ve been trying so hard to keep yourself away from that kind of real feeling for years now. I think it’ll be good for you. Even if it hurts.”

      “Spoken like a true Dom, huh?” Devon teased Roman. “Is that what you tell Carver when you’re about to beat his ass?”

      Tom put his hands over his ears. “Okay, over the line! Don’t talk about my kids like that!”

      Of course, that had everyone rolling with laughter. Quinn included.

      When the ruckus had died down and they’d said their goodbyes to the Powertools, Roman closed the laptop and turned toward Quinn. “You know I’m here if you need me. I don’t like the idea of my little brother getting his heart broken, but if it happens…I’m here.”

      If he answered seriously, Quinn might have choked up. So he said, “I’m not exactly your little brother anymore.”

      “When I’m eighty fucking years old, you’ll still be my little brother. Get used to it.” Roman smirked.

      Tom snorted. “Yeah, and I’ll still be your dad. Both of you. So here’s what I want you to know. You’ve screwed around plenty, but you’ve never taken a relationship seriously. That needs to change right now if you’re really going to do this. You need to be in it all the way. Half-assed isn’t going to do the three of you any good.”

      Quinn nodded, and realized that’s what had him so twisted up inside. There were consequences to these decisions and actions. It wasn’t something he could do and forget.

      Even if Trevon and Devra never knew it, this wasn’t going to be a fling for him.

      It meant more.

      He prayed he could help them as much as they might be able to help him.

      “Well then, what are you waiting for?” Tom pointed to the Hot Rods garage. “That girl needs a ride home so she can sort things out with her husband. Take her to him. And good luck.”

      Roman hugged Quinn then shoved him toward the door. “Go.”

      So he did. Quinn jogged across the lawn and up the metal, open-backed stairs to the Hot Rods’ apartment. When he opened the door, he was greeted by Buster McHightops. Behind him was Devra, leaning against the kitchen island.

      “Hey,” he said. He didn’t bother asking if she was okay, because it was clear that she wasn’t. “Ready to go home?”

      She shrugged. “I don’t know.”

      He had the urge to hug her. To promise it was going to work out. But that wasn’t his place.

      At best, he was some sort of sexy mediator. He had to remember that he didn’t get to claim either of his two new friends as his own. They belonged to each other. He was only there to help them work out their problems.

      He swallowed his disappointment and held his hand out to Devra. “Come on. It’s not going to get any better until you talk to Trevon.”

      She paused, then nodded, putting her fingers in his. He couldn’t help but brush his thumb over her soft skin. He wasn’t a fucking saint, okay?

      “Is he mad?” Devra asked.

      “No. Just worried about you and what’s going to happen.” Quinn could squelch her worries about that anyway.

      “Did…um…anything happen after I left?” Her question came out like a croak.

      While it might be fun to tease her under normal circumstances, there was too much wrapped up in this situation for jokes. “We worked on the bike. Kept our hands to ourselves and talked about you the whole time.”

      “Oh.” Devra heaved a huge sigh as he drew her to the door and then downstairs. He escorted her toward his motorcycle. “I’m not sure if I should be relieved or upset that we’re still…frozen in place.”

      Quinn turned toward her and helped her onto his motorcycle. Damn, she looked fine on it. He might have a new fantasy or twenty of his own after this. It was going to be the best sort of torture to drive her home. To Trevon.

      “About that…I think Trevon has some things he’d like to discuss with you. A plan, maybe.” Quinn didn’t feel comfortable saying more than that.

      “That the two of you cooked up while I was gone?” Devra raised a brow at him, making him grin despite the circumstances. She was like an angry pixie. “Oh boy.”

      “Exactly.” Quinn straddled his motorcycle then started it. He reached behind him to grasp her hands and then flattened them on his abs. She was used to riding with Trevon, so she scooched up closer and plastered herself against him. Her breasts were soft and arms were tight, hugging her to his back.

      Yup, pure torture. Because now it was all too easy to imagine what it might feel like if Trevon and Devra agreed to go forward with their scheme.

      Quinn drove a little faster than he should have on the way home. Because the sooner they got there, the sooner he’d find out if he would be sleeping alone…again…or if he was about to have the best night of his life.
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      Devra wished Quinn didn’t feel so damn good under her fingers. His body flexed and tightened as they sped along the curves of the road he knew so well. The one that linked where he was from to the future he was building. He smelled amazing, too, like leather and gasoline. Combined with the fresh air whipping through her hair, it was intoxicating.

      Her husband had good taste in men at least.

      She closed her eyes, wondering what it would be like if she was clinging to a man like this in bed. She wanted to ride, with her husband or someone else. She’d waited long enough to feel complete, in touch with all of herself.

      Tonight was going to change everything for them. Even if it meant she had to leave the comfort and safety of Trevon’s partnership behind. Now that they were out of survival mode, she realized they had a lot of other needs they hadn’t considered before.

      Quinn roared up the driveway, past Gavyn and Amber’s house, then Hot Rides, and finally to their cottages, which sat side by side. As they neared, Trevon must have heard them approaching because he stepped out onto the porch. He didn’t have a shirt on.

      His bare chest nearly distracted her from the dread about the difficult discussion they were going to have to have. Almost, but not quite.

      When she got off the bike and handed Quinn her helmet, he clung to her hand for a few seconds too long. “Hey, just remember, it’s going to be okay. You two care for each other and you’re trying to do what’s best for you both. As long as you’re working toward the same goal, you’ll figure it out. Okay?”

      Devra bit her lip then nodded. “Thanks. For the ride and…everything.”

      “You’re welcome.” His bright blue eyes seemed to glow in the twilight. Did she read heat in them or was it her imagination?

      Either way, she had to go before she did something completely inappropriate while her husband watched. Her body buzzed with the effects of their close contact on the way here. And probably because she knew what she was about to say to Trevon.

      If she could keep her nerve that long.

      Devra turned, concentrating on keeping her shoulders back and standing tall as she marched toward her husband. Not prepared for war so much as brutal honesty.

      Trevon stuffed his hands in the pockets of his low-riding jeans. “Hey.”

      “Hey,” she parroted. “Can we talk?”

      “Of course.” He sank onto the slightly uneven boards so that his ass was at the top of the porch and his boots rested a few steps down. Devra sighed and did the same. Except she leaned into his side and laid the edge of her face against his shoulder. He’d been a rock for her during the most turbulent times of her life, and she hadn’t given him enough credit for it or realized that maybe he needed her just as much.

      Before he could say anything, she whispered, “I’m sorry, Trevon.”

      “There’s nothing for you to apologize for.” He put an arm around her, rubbing the bare skin below her sleeve. It was only by the contrast to his warmth that she realized how chilly she’d gotten in the cool evening air. With his free hand, he took her fingers in his and squeezed. “I think you were brave to express how you felt earlier. I regret it came to that and that we didn’t talk about it before it became a giant problem for us both.”

      “I agree, we should try to do better in the future.” She hoped there was still a future for them, no matter what it might look like. “Starting now.”

      “Okay, then there are some things I would like to tell you.” Trevon angled his body toward hers so they could look each other in the eye as they shared their deepest secrets and desires. “I’m attracted to both men and women. I don’t have a ton of experience, though. I slept with a few women and hooked up with one guy when I was a teenager. It never went further than making out and oral once. So when it comes to that, I’m a virgin, too. I need you to know I’ve been faithful to you. Since I met you, there hasn’t been anyone else I’ve been interested in until...”

      “Quinn.” Devra nodded. “Trevon, will it make you feel better or worse if I admit that I’m attracted to him, too?”

      His eyes widened as they scanned her questioning gaze. “You are?”

      She bit her lip and nodded. “Yeah. He’s sexy. Nearly as sexy as you.”

      “Me?” Trevon’s eyebrows were in danger of flipping over the back of his skull.

      “I should have told you before now, but yeah, I have pretty big crush on my husband.” Devra tried to smile as she said it, but her spine stiffened in case he flung her away from him. “In fact, I love you, Trevon.”

      “I love you, too, Devra. Please never doubt that. But love and sexual attraction don’t have to be connected. Are you sure that you feel both for me?” He winced. “Maybe what you really feel are natural sexual urges and I’m just the guy who happens to be around, married to you, and that’s what you believe you’re supposed to feel for me.”

      If he hadn’t looked so serious and so exposed in that moment she might have made some wisecrack. Instead, she put her free hand on his knee and began to stroke him to hopefully start soothing some of the hurt she’d unintentionally inflicted on him.

      “It’s true that I’ve never felt like this before. I’ve never been with a man and don’t have anything to compare this to, but I want to feel something. And want to feel it with you. I trust you. I care for you.”

      “Those are all awesome things. Seriously. It makes me proud that someone I respect as much as you believes so much in me.” Trevon cleared his throat.

      “What?” she prodded him. “Be honest, remember? I can handle it. Say what you’re thinking.”

      “I want to make love to you. I want to show you what it’s like to experience physical pleasure. You have no idea how much I would enjoy teaching you about your body and the rapture it can bring you.” Trevon practically melted her panties off. She’d never seen this side of him before. Romantic, funny, sweet, hardworking, loyal—yes, he was all those things. But seductive?

      Never, before now.

      “Sounds good to me.” Her voice cracked and she didn’t even care that he could tell how much his words were impacting her. “But how will that give you what you need too?”

      “Because I want to invite Quinn to watch me do it,” he said it plainly, as if it wasn’t the most outrageous thing he’d ever said to her.

      Shivers ran the entire length of Devra’s body as she instantly pictured what that might be like. Two gorgeous men worshipping her instead of one. As lucky as Mustang Sally or their friend, Devon. It made her feel powerful in a way she hadn’t since she’d been forced to flee and lost everything she’d ever known, including her family and her faith in humanity.

      “Would you get off on that, too?” She refused to be selfish about this. He had to enjoy it or she wasn’t going to even consider it.

      He swallowed hard.

      “Be honest. Please. Either way, tell me so we can figure this out,” Devra begged. If there was an avenue to save their relationship and still be happy, she wanted to take it. For them both.

      “Yes. Son of a bitch, I’m so hard thinking about it.” He shifted where he sat, a slight wince cutting across his face.

      Devra couldn’t say what came over her. She didn’t tell herself she shouldn’t have the urges she did or refuse to allow herself to give in to them. Instead, she shook her hand free of Trevon’s and slowly glided it up his thigh. He didn’t stop her. So she cupped the thick length of him, weighing and measuring it for herself.

      His cock was even bigger than she’d imagined. Heavier, too.

      He groaned when she involuntarily squeezed his shaft. So she pulled away, leaving him breathing hard.

      “No. It’s okay.” He leaned his forehead on hers as if it was too hard to hold his head up. “It just felt…so good.”

      “Then why haven’t we done this before?” She couldn’t erase the past two years where he’d kept her at a civil distance from her memory. “You know, the Hot Rods and Powertools ladies told me something wild. Except, the more I think about it, the more I think they might be right.”

      “Wilder than how they’re into threesomes and orgies?” Trevon’s eyes nearly popped out of his head.

      Devra laughed, then nodded slightly. It was the first hint she had of the man who’d become her best friend and how their lives might transform if they took this next step together. “Yeah. They said that you might feel like you’re taking advantage of me. Because of how we met.”

      “That’s not ridiculous at all. It’s fucking true.” He put his hands on either side of her face and held it so that she had to look deep into his eyes. She could see the agony there and the indecision. He was as torn about this as she was. But he shouldn’t be. She wanted it. Desperately.

      “But I want you, Trevon. I always have.” She closed her eyes and hoped he knew it was true.

      “You didn’t have a choice. You didn’t pick me.” The last words were a mere whisper. One she felt more than heard. And when her eyes fluttered open, she realized he was there. Right there. His lips a hairbreadth from hers.

      “I like to consider it destiny.” Devra had always assumed divine intervention put them together at precisely the right moments in their lives. But he didn’t share her beliefs. Not all of them. And she shouldn’t have assumed he would think the same. “Is that why you want Quinn there? To make sure you’re not taking advantage of me?”

      “He’ll have a clearer mind. He’ll stop me if you’re not into it. He’ll be able to think rationally, which I can’t do when I’m around you. And certainly won’t be able to do if I’m inside you.” He trembled at the thought alone, inspiring her to put her arms around him and hold him close.

      She didn’t need Quinn to be their safety net—she already knew she was falling for her husband and that he would catch her when she did. But if it made Trevon feel better, and maybe would get him something he needed that she couldn’t provide… Devra was in. All in.

      “Let’s do it. That’s what I want. To experience this with you in whatever way it takes to make you comfortable and enjoy it as much as I already know I will. I love you, Trevon. Please, make love to me.”

      “I’d be honored to, Devra. I love you, too. All I ever want is to make you happy and bring you pleasure. It broke my heart to see you cry today,” Trevon whispered. “Let me make it up to you.”

      And he did.

      By sealing their mouths together in the first passionate kiss they’d ever shared.

      From the first moment their lips touched, Devra saw stars. She would have sworn there was a meteor shower overhead considering the number of sparks flying through her system.

      It was sweet. Achingly gentle. And so damn delicious she knew she’d never get enough of it.

      The brush of their tongues against each other in the slightest of contacts made her lean closer into his hold. They sat there, kissing, for long enough that she couldn’t catch her breath. If she passed out, so be it—she didn’t want to let him go and probably wouldn’t have if a blinding spotlight from a wandering flashlight beam hadn’t startled them both.

      “Oh. Shit. Sorry.” Quinn practically stumbled over them where they were making out in the dark. “I didn’t see you. Just wanted to make sure everything was okay, but…damn…it looks like it is. So I guess I’ll leave you to it. Okay, bye. Have fun.”

      Devra separated herself from Trevon reluctantly. A riot of laughter belied her euphoric state. How had things gone from utter shit to a fireworks display in a matter of hours?

      She didn’t know, but she was sure it was going to get even better before the night was done.

      With one final look at Trevon, who nodded enthusiastically at her, Devra set their plan in motion. “Quinn, don’t go.”

      He froze, then turned around very slowly. “Why not?”

      “Because I’m going to need you to do us a favor tonight.” She drew a deep breath. “I’m officially giving that plan you mentioned the green light.”

      “You are? Both of you?” He looked at her and then Trevon.

      They didn’t respond verbally. They stood, their hands clasped. Then Devra reached out to him with her free hand and Trevon did the same.

      It felt…right. Like fate had steered them here at this very moment.

      “Wait, you want to do this tonight? Like…right now?” Quinn asked, licking his lips.

      “We’ve waited long enough, don’t you think?” Trevon asked.

      Devra couldn’t agree more, especially after Trevon’s kiss had started her engine purring. So she issued the invitation to Quinn. “Will you come in?”

      “Hell no.” He shook his head, making Trevon hiss and Devra nearly collapse.

      Had he changed his mind?

      “Why not?” Trevon straightened, like he might rip into Quinn if he’d led them on only to let Devra down. That wasn’t how this worked, though. Anyone could say no at any time for any reason. While she appreciated his protectiveness, she wasn’t about to let him do something he’d regret later. Devra tugged on his hand to keep him in check.

      “If we try to get it on in that loft, someone’s going to end up with a broken neck and I’m not going to be responsible for one of those freaky trips to the ER for a sex accident. No way.” Quinn tucked the flashlight in his the waistband of his pants, grabbed one of their hands in each of his, and dragged them down the stairs. He walked backward across the lawn separating the cottages as he towed them very willingly along. “We’re going to do this right. In my house, and my big, soft bed that’s on the main floor of the cottage.”

      Devra couldn’t help but tease her husband. “You’re right, Trevon. He’s going to make sure no one gets hurt.”

      Quinn winced at that, and Devra hoped that he was as capable of guarding himself as he was of looking after them. Either way, they weren’t stopping now. She was finally going to make love to the man she was married to and give him what they both needed. Hopefully that would make her feel like less of a fraud when she called Trevon her husband.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            17

          

        

      

    

    
      Quinn should say no. He should turn around and leave this beautiful, fragile couple to resolve their issues on their own instead of allowing them to use him like some sort of sexual crutch. He knew this wasn’t the right answer. Or maybe only a temporary solution to their problems.

      But he couldn’t do it.

      He was too fucking self-centered to turn them both down. Still, he felt the need to make sure, with them both there, that everyone was on the same page before he did something he couldn’t take back or change. Something that would alter their entire relationship permanently.

      Quinn led them into his house, which was about twice the size of the other cottage, though still not grandiose by any standards. When he had them in the living room and Trevon shut the door behind him with a solid click, Quinn tapped in a command on the house’s automation system that partially illuminated several strips of LED lights built into the furniture and soffits, lending the whole place a soft glow. It was flattering and allowed them to see each other without the intensity of bright, direct lights. He would have also had the system light the gas fireplace, but it was too damn hot for that already and it would only get steamier as they went.

      Trevon looked at him and tipped his head sideways, as if asking how they should proceed.

      If Quinn had been intent on having them at any cost, he would have rushed them into the bedroom. But this was different. He cared about how they would feel in the morning, both about themselves and about him. So he spoke clearly and loud enough there could be no misunderstandings. “Tell me again. If you love her and you love him, which that sexy-as-fuck kiss over there made me sure you do… Why the fuck don’t you sleep together?”

      “We do sleep together. There’s only one bed in your other house.” Devra swallowed hard. “We just don’t have sex in it. Or anywhere. Ever.”

      Not that Quinn had doubted Trevon, but at least their stories matched and they seemed to be on the same page about where to go from here.

      “Tell me why. Each of you. Why haven’t you done this before?” Quinn pointed his finger between them. “You know, with each other, not with…a third.”

      They looked at each other, completely mired in old habits and snarled feelings. Then they spoke simultaneously.

      Trevon said, “Because I never want her to feel like she has to have sex with me just because we’re married. She doesn’t have to pay for her safety with her body.”

      While Devra said, “Because I never want him to feel like fucking me is his duty. He already went out of his way to keep me here. To keep me safe. I won’t force him to give me more of himself than he wants to share.”

      The couple stared at each other in shock.

      Fools. Quinn interrupted their staring match. “You two are too considerate for your own good. You need someone selfish. Someone horny. Someone like me.”

      Quinn wrestled with his conscience for a few moments longer. Then he thought about what his brother had said. What all their friends had said. This was his chance to make a positive change, to bring these two people closer and redress his past transgressions. Instead of ruining their relationship, maybe he could be a bridge. He’d help them close whatever gap there clearly was between them.

      Devra looked sidelong at Trevon. He smiled at her and squeezed her hand. They needed this as much as Quinn did.

      No—more.

      “In that case, I’m glad I bought such a big bed for this place.” Quinn smiled, hoping it didn’t seem too wolfish. He strode toward the couple until he stood in front of them—not between them—as a third point in some imaginary triangle. He put one hand on the back of each of their necks, using his thumb to rub an arc beneath each of their jaws.

      They were unalike and equally alluring.

      Devra’s skin was soft and silky. It made him want to burrow his face against it and breathe deep of the scent—a mix of the delicious spices she cooked with, like cumin and cloves—that always lingered when she’d left the shop.

      On the other hand, Trevon’s rasped across the pad of his thumb, his stubble giving Quinn extra stimulation.

      Both of them sighed and leaned into his touches.

      This was going to be fun. Quinn could already tell that some of their awkwardness and hesitation in their physical relationship came from the fact that they had very similar dispositions. They needed one definite leader, but they were both pleasers—followers, when it came to pursuing pleasure.

      He was happy to fill that role for them.

      Instead of choosing one or the other to claim first, he urged them together so they could share the moment and loosen up some more. This was about them, not him.

      “Kiss each other again. It looked incredible. Better than porn.” Because X-rated movies, like a lot of his previous liaisons, weren’t about emotion so much as physical intensity. What Trevon and Devra had ran so much deeper than momentary desire.

      Quinn shifted his grip so he could rub his thumbs over their lips. Maybe he could experience what that felt like through them because he was as new to this aspect as Devra was to sex itself. An emotional virgin. He was curious and somewhat nervous all at once.

      Trevon parted his lips on a low groan while Devra pursed hers and tried to wrap them around Quinn’s finger. Not yet.

      Quinn wasn’t going to budge on that. They were the focus of this exchange. It would stay that way or he wouldn’t play along. He wasn’t a pawn to be used in their game. He was going to be the one making the rules. And this was one of them—Devra and Trevon came first. His enjoyment and involvement was secondary.

      He refused to become a wedge between them.

      The husband and wife paused, staring at each other from a few scant inches apart. It seemed insane that they’d done so much to stay together and couldn’t get over those final speed bumps keeping them separated. So Quinn nudged them. Literally.

      He cupped the backs of their heads and pressed gently but insistently until their mouths made glancing contact. Which was all it took. Devra made a sound—a cross between a whimper and a moan. It turned Quinn’s cock to steel in an instant. Trevon was right there to absorb it. He echoed it with a low groan of his own.

      Why the hell had these two forced themselves to abstain from enjoying their partner? They were clearly meant for this. For each other. How couldn’t they see it?

      The moment they connected, they committed to the exploration. Devra went up onto her tiptoes so she could seal their mouths more completely while Trevon speared the fingers of his free hand into her thick, glossy hair. They trembled as he cupped her head.

      “Go on. Deeper,” Quinn urged Trevon. “Taste her. Put your tongue in her mouth and kiss her like she’s your goddamn wife. Yours as much as you are hers.”

      Spurred on, Trevon grew bolder and more aggressive. His tongue flicked out and pressed into Devra’s mouth, making her shiver.

      Quinn admired the picture they made. Trevon dark and tall, lean muscles clenched as he held himself in check. Devra, petite yet fierce, fiery and alluring, reacting so naturally to her husband’s unleashed passion.

      They were going to set the sheets on fire tonight.

      Quinn would settle for absorbing even a few degrees of the warmth they generated.

      He let them distract each other as he guided them across the wood floor to his bedroom and then inside. They made out, ravenous now that they’d gotten a taste of what was to come.

      Quinn steered them closer to the edge of the bed. He sank to his knees in front of the couple, wishing he could bury his face between each of their legs, taking turns driving them wild as they enjoyed each other.

      First, he had to get them naked. Bared to each other and to him. To the truth that was evident to him in this moment.

      Devra and Trevon were in love and in lust. They simply hadn’t given themselves permission to admit it before. It would be a crime to let them waste any more time being together and yet so alone.

      It had to be heartbreaking. Soul crushing.

      Quinn got to work. He unbuckled Trevon’s belt, then pulled open the button at the top of his jeans. By the time he was tugging down the guy’s zipper, Trevon was pressing forward, rubbing his stiff cock on Quinn’s hands. He was desperate for contact. For acceptance.

      Quinn wasn’t about to deny him either.

      He pushed Trevon’s jeans the rest of the way down, shoving them off as Trevon marched in place, helping Quinn remove one of the last barriers between him and his wife and the paradise they were about to discover together that night. His underwear was stripped from his long, powerful legs next. Unceremoniously, Quinn got rid of them, leaving Trevon in his tight black T-shirt before turning to Devra.

      Considering she’d never done this before, she seemed to be catching on quickly. She was wild, arching in her husband’s grip. One of her feet left the floor as her leg climbed to Trevon’s hip, her knee bent around him to pull him closer.

      Quinn chuckled. “Not so fast, Devra. Soon. But not yet.”

      He took her knee in his hands, loving how different she was than Trevon, how petite and yet strong. More assertive. Quinn caressed her thigh and calf until she let him manipulate her, trusting him to take care of her. Of them.

      Quinn felt honored that they’d let him in to this place in their relationship. He kissed Devra’s hip, then let his fingers wander upward to the waistband of the plum-colored leggings she had on under her sundress. A gasp followed when his fingers snuck inside, against the soft, bare skin of her stomach, then lower to the sensitive place above her mound.

      Her legs quivered. So he wrapped his arm around her to keep her steady both for Trevon’s continued devouring and his own efforts. It took longer than he wanted to peel the stretchy material from her without ripping it or tugging her off balance. But when he slipped her leggings along with the pale pink cotton panties she’d had on beneath them from her feet, he smiled. She curled her toes in the plush area rug he’d placed under the bed, proving how much she relished every nerve in her body being fired.

      Devra was reactive, sensual, and so open to the sensations bombarding her that she felt them down to the pretty pink-painted tips of her toes. This was going to be awesome.

      With his playmates naked from the waist down, Quinn rose. He apologized for separating them for the moment it took to rid Devra of her dress. Trevon took care of his own shirt in the meantime, unwilling to wait a single second more than he had to before returning to pleasuring his wife.

      In fact, he seemed to have overcome some of his anxieties about Devra’s willingness to participate. Maybe they didn’t need Quinn after all.

      “You two are doing great. You’re ready for this. Are you sure you want me to stay?” he rasped, wishing he didn’t have to ask. But it was the right thing to do. They deserved to make this decision and to be selfish with their special moment if they thought it was for the best.

      “Yes!” Devra cried even as Trevon roared, “Don’t go!”

      Each of them flung out a hand, searching for him.

      Devra whispered, “Show me what to do to make it good for him. Please.”

      Trevon bared himself on a much deeper level than his naked body. “Make sure I don’t get too carried away and hurt her or miss any signs of her changing her mind as we go. I’m already getting lost in how she makes me feel.”

      Quinn nodded, afraid his eyes might shimmer a little in the indirect lighting, giving away exactly how much their faith meant to him. So much more than a quick romp or a taboo way to get off. It felt…sacred, to be invited into their embrace.

      And yet, part of him felt like an intruder. An outsider.

      Like always.

      He brushed those negative thoughts away and focused on pursuing ecstasy. Pure pleasure radiated off Devra and Trevon in waves powerful enough to saturate him with the feeling, too. Trevon was completely bared now. His cock was the largest Quinn had ever had the pleasure of seeing in person. Thick and long, with heavy balls to match. He would be a lot to handle for anyone, never mind someone with Devra’s nonexistent history.

      She was so brave to open herself like this to new experiences and foreign beliefs about sex and love. Quinn admired her courage and open-mindedness.

      She stood before them with only a basic nude bra on. And yet she seemed so powerful. She had no idea that she held both of the men in the palm of her hand.

      Quinn reached around her to unhook the undergarment and peel it down her arms, revealing her breasts to the night air and the pair of very aroused males prepared to worship every inch of her.

      They weren’t huge. The pert mounds would be perfect to fill his mouth, though. Quinn took Trevon’s hand in his and guided it to his wife’s chest.

      When they were less than an inch from her tight nipples, he hesitated, peering into Devra’s eyes and waiting for her tiny nod before filling Trevon’s palm with her warm flesh. He squeezed his fingers on top of Trevon’s.

      All three of them moaned.

      Quinn let them discover this new pleasure while he quickly rid himself of his own clothes, throwing them somewhere in the corner of the room, instantly forgotten.

      His cock throbbed, so he took it in hand and rubbed it, just enough to soothe the ache there as he watched Devra grind up against Trevon with sultry motions that were better suited to a professional exotic dancer than a woman about to lose her virginity.

      “Why don’t you lay down? Get more comfortable?” Quinn directed.

      He took Devra’s shoulders and guided her backward. Trevon followed, refusing to break contact as he kissed his wife over and over. Quinn didn’t blame him one bit. If he’d been given an open invitation like that, he’d take full advantage, too.

      When they hit the fluffy bedding, Quinn rolled them so that Devra was on her back and Trevon on his side, angled inward. He and Devra were still making out while leaving their bodies open to Quinn’s whims.

      The better to eat you, my dears, he thought to himself with a wicked smirk.

      He spread Devra out on the bed so that both he and Trevon could shower her with bliss. He pushed her ankles apart, then wormed between them. Though he could have reached up and cupped one of her perky breasts, Quinn left that to Trevon.

      He wrapped his fingers around Trevon’s wrist, watching the guy’s cock jerk in response to his touch. Focus, he reminded himself. Take it slow. Introduce them to each other. It’s about them, not you.

      So he guided Trevon’s hand across his wife’s chest, using it to brush over her ruched nipples. On top of Trevon’s fingers, he pressed gently, wishing he knew what Devra’s skin felt like against Trevon’s palm. From Trevon’s groan, it was as velvety and smooth as it looked.

      Trevon concentrated on Devra’s mouth and breasts, whispering reassurances to her between torturously slow kisses. Satisfied, Quinn retreated, allowing Trevon to take over those tasks so he could move on to other, next-level ministrations.

      But first he stroked himself a few more times as he watched them explore and play, absorbing their wonder and unadulterated joy. When that didn’t suffice any longer, he began to supplement Devra’s pleasure, getting her as ready as possible for what would come by beginning at her toes, massaging and kissing his way toward the tops of her legs.

      Quinn went as slowly as he could. Nearly impossible for a man used to speeding.

      By the time he was close enough to breathe in the scent of her arousal, he thought he might come from the friction of his erection against the sheets alone. His hips ground into them as he rubbed his face against Devra’s inner thigh.

      She moaned and arched toward him. Although she hadn’t experienced this before, her body knew what to do. It reacted to him and Trevon like it was made for them. Or at least for her husband.

      Quinn chased away those thoughts by giving Devra more pleasure. He looked up at Trevon, who was watching him with rapt attention.

      Trevon nodded. “Go ahead. I want her to be as wet as possible before…”

      He didn’t say it, but all three of them knew what he meant—before he stretched his wife’s unused pussy around his fat cock and fucked her for the first time. Trevon was so concerned about others that her comfort and the quality of her experience mattered more than anything to him, including his own enjoyment.

      Quinn thought the guy deserved to be rewarded for that generosity. So as he licked his lips and lowered his mouth toward Devra’s waiting pussy, he also reached out. Simultaneously, he connected with Devra’s wet flesh and wrapped his hand around Trevon’s long, thick cock.

      They both cried out his name.

      He froze. This wasn’t supposed to be about him.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            18

          

        

      

    

    
      Fortunately, Trevon smoothed over Quinn’s gaff. He kissed Devra then, staring into her eyes as Quinn prepared her to take her first—and maybe only—lover. Trevon told her over and over how well she was doing, and how beautiful she looked as desire flushed her cheeks and made her eyes wild with passion.

      Meanwhile, Trevon’s cock jerked in Quinn’s hand. It stiffened, growing even more as Quinn began to measure its length with slow, steady pumps of his fist.

      Quinn felt like he’d reached the pinnacle of his life. He had the best of both worlds at his fingertips, Devra’s softness and Trevon’s hardness. They were equally appealing. He buried his face against Devra’s core, licking every bit of her that he could reach, paying special attention to her clit with the barest of contact at first, letting her get used to the intensity of the sensation.

      And when she reached down and gripped his hair, fisting it in her petite hand, he nearly lost it. The tug on his scalp and the hints of pain only spurred him on. Quinn ate her, using his tongue to press inside her the barest bit before suckling on her clit.

      “Oh, oh!” She squirmed and tried to warn them of her impeding explosion but it seemed like she couldn’t find the words. It didn’t matter. Both Trevon and Quinn understood what her body was telling them.

      Trevon wrapped his arm around her and drew her as close to his heaving chest as he could. “I promise I’ll keep you safe tonight too. Surrender to it, Devra. I’ve got you.”

      Quinn felt his eyes stinging even as he redoubled his efforts.

      It was by far the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen, ever been involved in, when she unraveled and came in Trevon’s arms, and on Quinn’s face. All of her nervousness and trepidation vanished as she rode out the pulses of rapture.

      Trevon jerked then, his ass clenched tight, and he looked down at Quinn. “Stop, please. Or I’ll be next. Too soon.”

      With a sigh of regret, Quinn relinquished his hold on Trevon’s cock. When Devra realized the men had stopped enjoying themselves and focused on her instead, she shook her head. “No, keep going. I need a minute over here.”

      Quinn and Trevon exchanged questioning glances.

      “I don’t know if that’s a good idea,” Trevon whispered. “I’m so turned on by you and the thought of finally making love to you that I might not be able to prevent myself from coming.”

      He was so patient and gentle while educating her. It made Quinn’s heart beat even faster.

      “I understand.” She kissed Trevon gently with lingering brushes of her lips. “But I want to see him taste you, too.”

      “Why?” he asked.

      Devra blushed. “I feel…weak, being this uninhibited and out of control by myself. Naked. It doesn’t feel normal.”

      Quinn stepped in before they could go off the rails again like they had for so long. They thought far too much and needed to feel instead. “I promise you, nothing about this is ordinary and that’s a great thing.”

      She winged her stare to him, her eyes wide and liquid.

      Trevon seemed like he was about to object before Quinn silenced him by saying, “The connection you two have is special. But there’s nothing debauched or wrong about it. It’s…perfection.”

      Devra relaxed then, basking in the afterglow of her orgasm. Fortunately, Quinn was capable of granting her wish while building her back up at the same time.

      “I’ve got this,” he promised Trevon. “I won’t let you lose it before you’re inside her. She’s right, she needs a minute to ramp up again. I’ll keep you hard until she’s ready.”

      “That’s not going to be a problem.” Trevon nuzzled his nose against Devra’s, melting part of Quinn’s heart.

      He couldn’t stop himself then. He strained his neck forward and extended his tongue, lapping at the dot of precome on Trevon’s tip. It complemented the musk of Devra’s arousal left on his taste buds. But that single drop wasn’t going to be enough to satisfy his hunger.

      Devra surprised them both by reaching down and putting her hand around Trevon’s cock, at least as much as she could grip, and aiming it at Quinn’s mouth. He didn’t hesitate, and plunged Trevon’s hard-on deep into his face with one long, fluid stroke. He sucked, licked, and bobbed, taking as much as he could without choking.

      Meanwhile, he searched blindly with his left hand until it landed at the juncture of Devra’s thighs. He petted her gently, lightly, until her breath came in pants. Only then did his finger swirl around her clit from time to time. And when she finally whimpered, he slid his middle finger down her cleft and began to press against her opening.

      Trevon groaned. A spurt of fluid landed on Quinn’s tongue, so he pulled off, switching to sucking on the guy’s ball sac instead. Trevon’s dick slid across Quinn’s face while Quinn began to finger Devra with slow, steady penetrations.

      Some small part of him rejoiced, knowing he was the first to touch her there, like this.

      She was soaking wet and steamy inside. Trevon was going to love burying himself in her sweet, tight pussy. Quinn rocked against the mattress, careful not to over-stimulate himself and break his concentration.

      After he’d worked a second and then third finger inside Devra and scissored them open, he recaptured Trevon’s cock for a few farewell sucks.

      When he lifted his head, he looked up at the couple and said, “It’s time. Are you both ready?”

      They both nearly shouted, “Yes!” in unison.

      So Quinn told them where he wanted them. “Devra, I think this will be best—most comfortable and enjoyable for you—if you get on your hands and knees. I can lay under you to support you and lick your clit while Trevon enters you from behind. He’ll have a lot of control that way, and if it’s too much for you, all you have to do is lunge forward. Okay?”

      “Yes. Fine. Just…hurry.” Devra rolled and Quinn helped her into place, then went to his back between their legs and slid up the bed as if he was rolling under a car lift. He had a front-row seat to her deflowering when Trevon straddled them both and aligned the tip of his cock with her pussy.

      Trevon leaned over her back and murmured in her ear, “I love you, Devra. Thank you for giving me this part of you.”

      She turned her head to the side and kissed him before whispering, “It was always yours, Trevon. I just didn’t know if you wanted to take it.”

      “I do. Too badly.” He groaned, then rocked the barest bit forward. Not enough to breach her opening, but enough to put pressure there. From his angle, Quinn saw Devra’s pussy clench involuntarily in response.

      This was the moment they became lovers in addition to soul mates. It was the most beautiful thing he’d ever seen in his life. And the hottest.

      Trevon gripped Quinn’s bent knee hard enough to get his attention. “Don’t let me get carried away and hurt her. Please. Make sure it’s good for her, too. I want her to come all over my cock.”

      They both knew it was going to be heaven for Trevon.

      Quinn nodded. “I’ve got you both. I promise.”

      Only then did Trevon relent. He released Quinn’s knee and blanketed Devra’s back, sheltering her with his much larger form. “I’ve been dreaming of this for so long.”

      “I wish you would have said so.” Devra tipped her head and kissed her husband again and again. “I wish I would have told you that I’ve been dreaming of it, too. I never thought I could be this lucky.”

      Quinn held his breath. He felt for the first time like he was intruding, and peered at the door. He must have shifted in that direction, too.

      Trevon noticed and said, “Please don’t leave. I need you. Help me.”

      How could Quinn resist a request like that? He put one hand on Devra’s tiny waist to hold her still, then reached beneath her to where Trevon’s remarkable cock was poised to enter her body. Beyond ready to be buried deep inside his wife.

      Quinn lifted his head off the bed and licked Devra’s clit, distracting her and ramping her up again as he tugged Trevon closer by the dick. He fit the fat head of his cock tighter to Devra, who arched her back and dropped even lower, widening her legs so that Trevon could easily invade her tight opening.

      Trevon advanced and Devra pushed back, inviting him deeper.

      She was a natural. Instincts served her well.

      Quinn rubbed the place where Trevon’s cock met her core, wetting his shaft with Devra’s own slickness. When he wasn’t sure if that would be enough, he licked his fingers and added his spit to the natural lubrication easing the insertion of Trevon’s cock.

      Trevon’s thighs quivered, and his balls drew up tighter to his body.

      Devra’s first time would be memorable as fuck, but it wasn’t going to be the sort of lovemaking that would last all night. None of them would survive that.

      So Quinn did his best to make sure she enjoyed it more than most women did when they lost their virginity. He suckled her clit with short, soft pulses as Trevon advanced then retreated before returning a little farther on each stroke. He worked his cock inside his wife until she held him fully within her, a feat Quinn hadn’t really thought possible.

      Her pussy was stretched around Trevon’s girth, but she didn’t seem to mind.

      No, she ground herself on Quinn’s face, riding him as surely as she did Trevon’s cock.

      Both men moaned and gave her every bit of enjoyment they could. Quinn reached up with one hand and pinched her nipple, making her squirm and rock faster against them.

      Time after time, she moaned Trevon’s name and once or twice Quinn’s. She lost all semblance of her usual propriety and gave herself over entirely to the flood of emotions and sensations they created together.

      Her lower abdomen clenched once and then a couple more times in front of Quinn’s face as she fought her climax. The end was nearing.

      So Quinn cupped Trevon’s balls in his hand and used the grip to pull the man forward. No matter how hesitant he was, he wasn’t about to resist Quinn’s hold there. He groaned and shouted first Devra’s name, and then Quinn’s. His nuts tightened in Quinn’s palm.

      Oh hell no, he wasn’t going to cut Devra’s experience short. No way. He had to last a little bit longer, until she’d shattered around Trevon’s fully embedded cock. Nothing else would suffice in Quinn’s mind.

      So he squeezed, the barest bit, making Trevon yelp, then relax. He murmured, “Thanks, man.”

      Devra looked over her shoulder and Trevon put his hand lightly on her neck before kissing her again. That drove his cock inside her as he leaned forward for better contact.

      One thrust lodged him to the limit in Devra’s pussy, causing her to gasp and freeze. Quinn immediately put his hand on Trevon’s thigh and kept him from proceeding.

      The other guy made a confused sound as he wondered why he couldn’t keep drilling forward, pursuing the most enjoyable sex of his life. Until he realized what had happened.

      “Oh shit. I’m sorry.” He hugged Devra to his chest, soothing her by kissing the crook of her neck and cradling her until the pain of his advance subsided.

      “I’m all right now. Just needed a second.” She sighed and melted into Trevon’s arms. “Keep going, please. I’m almost there.”

      Quinn smiled and rewarded her frankness with a kiss over her clit followed by his tongue tracing circles around it. It wasn’t long before she was moaning and rocking backward again, facilitating Trevon’s glides in and out of her tight sheath.

      This time they were peaking in unison.

      Quinn applied more pressure to Devra’s clit and breast. And with his other hand, he reached beyond Trevon’s balls, hoping Devra’s arousal was enough to make his spontaneous maneuver a success.

      Trevon was riding Devra with measured thrusts that rocked the entire bed. She was meeting him stroke for stroke. And then she screamed, beating her fists on the pillow. Her pussy spasmed and wrung Trevon’s cock.

      That’s when Quinn slipped his finger in Trevon’s ass.

      The guy shouted. His balls clenched rhythmically as he joined his wife in a powerful orgasm. The climax caused him to hug Quinn’s finger. The couple shuddered and bucked together, never once slipping apart. Quinn kept up his motions, sucking, probing, and rubbing until they both seemed ready to collapse and he was in danger of being crushed.

      Only then did Trevon withdraw his spent cock from Devra’s pussy. A pearlescent stream of his ejaculate decorated her swollen flesh. Quinn figured he deserved the prize and licked it from her as gently as possible, triggering aftershocks that had her pressing her pussy against his face a few final times.

      When Trevon crashed to the bed and gathered Devra to his chest, she went willingly into his embrace.

      “Thank you, thank you,” she whispered in between kisses on his collarbone. “I love you so much. I couldn’t have imagined a better experience for my first time. Thank you for giving me this night.”

      Seeing that he’d done what he set out to do, Quinn felt his own cock jerk.

      Without even touching himself, he came hard enough to launch jet after jet of come from his balls all over his chest. He wondered if they would even notice, lost in their revelations about love, sex, and each other.

      Of course they did.

      Devra pouted, and Trevon said, “Sorry. I was going to help you with that.”

      “Nah. I’m good.” Quinn flashed them a crooked smile. If it didn’t quite reach to his heart, that was his problem. He’d known what he was signing up for and he’d achieved his goal. He’d helped them come together and that was the best reward he could have asked for. “In fact, why don’t you two take my bed? I’ll sleep over at your place.”

      Devra and Trevon exchanged worried glances, but that was exactly what he didn’t want—to disrupt the progress they’d made. So he rolled from his bed and stood by the side of it looking down at the two people he was sure he’d never forget in all his life.

      He bent over and stole one tiny kiss from Devra and then paused before doing the same with Trevon. The guy groaned and raised his shoulders from the bed as if he wanted a hell of a lot more than that chaste peck, but Quinn wasn’t offering.

      Not tonight and probably not ever.

      This had been penance, not something to enjoy, although he had anyway.

      “Thank you,” Devra whispered, and Trevon nodded his agreement.

      “Goodnight.” Although it threatened to rip his soul in half, Quinn forced himself to put one foot in front of the other and leave the happy couple behind.

      He started to cross the yard but knew he wouldn’t be able to bring himself to go inside. It wasn’t like he was going to fall asleep anytime soon anyway. So he settled for lying down in the grass and studying the stars, wondering where in the universe he fit in.

      Was there a soul mate out there for him?

      Would he ever find him or her or them?

      Could they be any more perfect for him than Devra and Trevon, who weren’t his to keep?

      He didn’t think so.
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      Devra took a deep, if shaky, breath. You can do this, she coached herself repeatedly before resolving to be as kind, yet honest, as she could be. Her future happiness—Trevon’s, and maybe Quinn’s, too—depended on this talk going well. It had been nearly a week of strained smiles and frantic lovemaking with her husband followed by silence as they lay awake, neither able to sleep. No matter how much they fucked, it didn’t seem to satisfy either of them the way it had that first time.

      They were stuck in limbo. In some bizarre gray area. If they didn’t resolve this soon, they would break. She refused to allow that after how hard they’d fought to get here.

      Devra walked into the kitchen and sat down at the two-person table across from Trevon, who looked like he’d hardly dozed off again the night before. His lids drooped and he clung to his coffee mug like a lifeline.

      “Trevon…”

      “I know. We have to talk about this.” He lifted his gaze to hers. The warmth of his rich brown eyes seemed dampened by the bloodshot whites surrounding them.

      “We do.” She reached out and put her hand over his. “Because I love you. I need you to understand that.”

      “I love you, too.” He lifted her fingers to his lips and kissed them. “I know you don’t always believe that we would be together if circumstances were different, but I’m so glad to have you in my life. You’re my best friend and now…more.”

      “We owe Quinn for that.” She smiled softly, hoping what she was about to say didn’t change how he felt about her.

      “We do.” He nodded. “But that night…”

      “It changed everything,” Devra blurted.

      “For me, too.” Trevon scrunched his eyes closed then said quietly. “I want more. Of you. And him, too. Shit, I’m greedy as fuck. But…”

      “Hey, it’s okay.” Devra steeled herself to be as fearless as he had always been and admit the truth. “I still want him, too. And I sort of want to see where things go. Between all of us, individually and maybe together. You’re right, you know? I do feel guilty about tying you down. I know this isn’t what you would have chosen for yourself.”

      “That doesn’t mean I don’t want to be where I am now.” He stiffened, as if daring her to argue that point.

      “I’m trying to believe that. But it would help me to accept it as truth if…maybe…” The words got stuck in her throat. It was so wild. Would he think she’d lost her mind? Or maybe that she was a total whore?

      “Go ahead, Devra. We don’t have any secrets and we shouldn’t start keeping them now. If you can picture a way out of this, one that could end in us being happy for the long term, I want to know about it. Because I can’t see it. I don’t see any way for this mess we’ve gotten ourselves in to end up in anything but disaster.” He paused then whispered, “I’m afraid.”

      “Of what?” She tipped her head. Was he scared of exploring the part of him that enjoyed men? She knew his family would never have approved. But they were gone now. And she did. She’d support him no matter how this turned out.

      “I don’t want to risk losing you. You’re an incredible person. The past few days have been…great.” He cursed under his breath. “That should be enough.”

      “But it’s obviously not.” She cleared her throat. “For me either. Okay?”

      His eyes widened. “Are you sure?”

      Devra nodded. “I can’t stop thinking about the fact that we didn’t really sleep with him. That we let him leave like that…”

      “The look in his eyes…” Trevon downed half his mug, but it wasn’t going to help. “It’s been torture at work. He’s not the same. We cut him.”

      “I know. Shit, Trevon. I think we really screwed up.” Now that it was out there between them, it was like a flood of emotion and explanations burst from inside her. “I want to see what it’s like between him and me, and I want you to sleep with him. I want you to come back to me…if you decide that’s what you want…and be sure that I’m the person you want most. Or, if not, that you are as happy as you can possibly be. You deserve that.”

      “And so do you.” Trevon nodded. “It goes both ways, you know? Sometimes I’m afraid you’re with me because I was the only option you had and now you feel indebted. It fucks me up sometimes. I can’t…do all the things I want with you knowing that you might not believe you have other options even now. Besides, you’ve only ever slept with me, and that’s new, too. You should at least try someone else so you can be sure I’m what you want.”

      Seriously? He thought…

      Damn, they were more damaged than she’d realized.

      “I will always choose you.” She smiled. “But I think we should experiment. For both our sakes.”

      Trevon smiled back. “I only have one question.”

      “Yeah? What’s that?” An answering grin spread across her face.

      “Will you be there when I sleep with him? I want you to see it for yourself. To make your own informed decisions. I don’t want to do this in isolation or behind your back. That seems counter to everything we’re committing to going forward.” Trevon locked eyes with her. “I want this to work.”

      Devra really thought about the ramifications before she responded. There would be no hiding their true feelings if they were all in it together. That was what they should do. “Okay. And same goes. You’ll be there when I sleep with him so you can see for yourself that you’re meant for me and would have been no matter how I met you. Except…”

      Trevon nudged his foot against hers under the table. “Don’t chicken out now—what?”

      “I liked how he took control. It seems like you and I have floundered around without direction. Maybe that’s what we need. Someone who likes to be in charge to prod us when we get bogged down by our thoughts and insecurities. Someone who doesn’t let us wander in circles for years. Someone who pushes us to be the best versions of ourselves and refuses to let our relationship get stale.”

      “Something about it definitely worked.” Trevon shrugged. “I want to do it again. Soon.”

      “Me, too.” Relief inspired a grin to spread slowly over her lips. For the first time in days, she felt like she could breathe again.

      “So…who’s going to come on to him first?”

      “Rock, paper, scissors, best two out of three,” Devra proposed.

      “Fair enough, Mrs. Russell.”

      She knew she should have been bummed when Trevon’s scissors cut her paper, but exhilaration raced through her instead. Watching her husband with Quinn might be even sexier than sleeping with him herself.
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      Devra was nervous.

      Not for herself, but for her husband.

      They’d discussed the best way to go about getting what they wanted, and what she was pretty sure Quinn needed. In the end, they’d decided to be spontaneous. Trevon kept toying with the hem of his shirt, shifting restlessly as he did when he was anxious, though she couldn’t say if it was because he was looking for the right opening to make his proposition, or because he was terrified of being rejected.

      Either way, she’d be there to support him.

      They were hanging out at Quinn’s house, as they did almost every night lately. Since his kitchen was larger than theirs, she was tinkering with a new recipe, occasionally asking the guys to taste her creations and give feedback. They loved everything she made, though, so it was more fun than helpful to feed them.

      Instead of watching a movie, the guys had decided to play video games. Devra was a little surprised. Trevon had never expressed interest in that since she’d known him. Maybe because they didn’t have extra cash for a gaming system, but he’d never even mentioned it. He preferred to be doing things outside—working with his hands, not playing with them. Maybe he was humoring Quinn since the other guy had suggested it and said it wasn’t any fun playing by himself.

      “Want to wager on it?” Trevon asked, perking Devra’s ears up.

      They didn’t have anything to gamble. Except maybe themselves.

      Quinn grinned. “I’m always up for a bet. What are the stakes?”

      “Loser gives the winner a blowjob.”

      Devra dropped a baking sheet of baklava onto the granite countertop with a clatter. American bluntness still caught her off guard sometimes.

      Both men whipped around to look at her. Shit, she’d ruined Trevon’s chance.

      “You okay?” Trevon asked.

      Devra nodded. Okay? She was about to spontaneously combust. It might not have been right or proper, but thinking of watching Quinn give Trevon as much pleasure as her husband had been giving her these past several days…it turned her on as high as the oven.

      Quinn looked between her and her husband. His eyes narrowed. “Why do I feel like I’m being set up?”

      “It wasn’t a trick question. But yes, Devra and I discussed the possibility of…you and me. Doing stuff.” Trevon shrugged. “There are things we still need to figure out between us, and one of them is the fact that—”

      He stumbled over how to put it politely.

      So Devra imagined how Mustang Sally would act in this situation, and said what Trevon couldn’t. “I found out what it was like to have sex with a man last week. Trevon still hasn’t had that opportunity. He needs to before we can decide where we go from here.”

      Quinn rubbed his jaw. What was he thinking?

      Hopefully he realized that not just any man off the street would suffice for this experiment. It was about him, too. They had a connection with him. Almost like he really understood their struggles and what it had taken to get to even this precarious point in their relationship and in life.

      “Fuck the game then. You don’t have to concoct some elaborate scheme to get in my pants. If that’s what you want, ask.” Quinn stared at Trevon.

      “Can I suck your cock?”

      “Jesus, Trevon. I’m not a good enough man to say no to that.” Quinn’s jaw tightened. “You can have me any fucking time you want.”

      Trevon looked to Devra, who nodded. This was what he’d been hoping for and dreaming of for a while now. She wasn’t about to stop him before he got what he needed.

      “Now. I want you right now.” Trevon angled himself toward the other guy.

      Quinn sat, relaxed, his arms spread behind him across the top of his sofa. His knees were set wide apart and his socked feet planted in the surprisingly soft midnight blue rug. “Don’t worry, Trevon. Just the idea of you going down on me is so incredible that I’m not going to last long. You’re going to get off easy.”

      Trevon laughed, some of the tension in the room evaporating with their banter. “No, you’ve got it backwards. You’re going to get off easy.”

      “You don’t think I’m the kind of guy to take without reciprocating, do you?” Quinn’s teasing tone faltered. Didn’t he realize they thought the world of him?

      He’d done nothing but shower them with kindness, acceptance, and the sparks of arousal and attraction that had goaded them into taking a leap of faith they’d been too scared to make on their own.

      “What if I don’t want a blowjob from you?” Trevon murmured, staring at the ground.

      Quinn flinched until he realized Trevon hadn’t meant it like it had sounded. He put his hand under Trevon’s chin and lifted it until they met eye to eye. Once he detected the same uncertainty and desperation Devra did in Trevon’s walnut eyes—even darker now that he was aroused and even a little scared—Quinn relaxed. “Then I’ll give you whatever it is you do want.”

      “Your cock,” Trevon said plainly, making Devra shiver.

      “Where?” Quinn wondered, probably not because he wasn’t sure but because he wanted Trevon to admit it. To own his desires. To accept them and Quinn.

      Devra would have hugged them both if she wasn’t too afraid of interrupting the moment. They were so perfect and so damaged in their own ways. Ways that made her feel like she wasn’t such a failure for her own issues. They might not agree, and would likely consider their emotions weaknesses, but they made her adore them both even more.

      “Inside me. My ass.” Trevon swallowed. “Please.”

      Quinn nodded slowly. Then, while still staring into Trevon’s eyes, he unbuckled his black leather and chain belt. It rattled in the absolute silence. Devra would remember the sound of it for the rest of her life.

      Trevon licked his full lips as he fixated on Quinn’s fingers, which unbuttoned his jeans then ripped open the fly. He lifted his hips and ordered Trevon, “Take these off me.”

      Her husband reached out, his hands stopping barely an inch from Quinn’s clothing and the gorgeous body beneath. He looked to her. This was the point of no return and they both knew it.

      “Go ahead, Trevon. Do as he says.” She wondered if they would object to her sliding her dress up her thighs and touching herself while they entertained each other. Seeing them like this, raw and exposed, aroused her more than she’d expected.

      “Why don’t you join us?” Quinn asked quietly. “Come sit here and see how incredible your husband makes me feel.”

      Trevon looked at her and admitted, “It will make me more comfortable if I can see you and know that you aren’t disgusted by what we’re doing.”

      That settled it. Devra practically flew to the couch. She sat cross-legged facing the two men. It was easy for them to notice her panties and the wet spot on the crotch of them. Trevon especially had a perfect view of the proof of her approval. “You see that I’m not, right?”

      He nodded.

      Quinn groaned. He said to Trevon, “She should enjoy the show, right? Touch herself? Make herself come if she likes watching us like this?”

      Trevon nodded again, as if speaking was beyond him.

      When Quinn switched his attention to Devra, for just a moment, there was no denying him. “Do it, Devra. Whatever feels right as you witness our passion, you should do it.”

      She blushed. Could he guess that despite her bravado in front of the Hot Rods ladies, she’d never masturbated before? At home, it would have been too dangerous to get caught doing something so wicked. And since she’d met Trevon, well, things had been awkward at first. She’d learned to suppress these parts of herself. These desires. In a way, Quinn and Trevon were freeing her again. Giving her permission to discover herself.

      And she would take it.

      “Now get back to what you were doing.” Quinn lasered his gaze on Trevon, who jerked. He gripped the waistband of Quinn’s jeans and dragged it down the man’s powerful legs, his knuckles brushing the hairy surface of Quinn’s skin as he went.

      “My socks, too.”

      Trevon removed them before returning his attention to Quinn’s crotch. Quinn hadn’t been wearing underwear, which left his hard-on bare and ready. He leaned forward slightly, put a hand behind his back, fisted the soft cotton covering it, and ripped his shirt off.

      Devra fanned her face. His chest was so muscular and covered in ink, which did nothing to detract from his male beauty. Trevon must have thought so, too, because he leaned forward and licked one of Quinn’s nipples.

      Did men enjoy that?

      Quinn cursed and clutched Trevon’s skull, pinning her husband’s lips to his tightening skin. Huh. Guess so. Devra swore she was learning more with every second she spent in their company.

      Trevon was noisy as he licked and sucked on Quinn’s chest. Both men moaned and Trevon’s hips rocked, thrusting into the cushion of the couch in front of him as he feasted.

      “That’s right,” Quinn crooned. He ran his hands over Trevon’s head, neck, and shoulders. “You can have me. Take whatever you need.”

      A strangled groan fell from Trevon as he began to work his way lower. Devra knew just how good it felt when he licked, sucked, and nipped a path across her own torso, so she shivered along with Quinn as Trevon did the same to his new lover.

      She pressed her hand between her legs in an attempt to hold in the ache forming there. It was no use. So she began to move her fingers in small circles over her underwear while Trevon approached the blunt head of Quinn’s cock.

      He paused, inspecting Quinn up close, from the drop of fluid in the slit there to the veins standing out in relief on his shaft, and lower to the balls hanging between his thighs. He wasn’t nearly as big as Trevon, but that didn’t seem to matter to her husband, who licked his lips.

      “You going to stare at it all day or play with it?” Quinn asked.

      Trevon’s nostrils flared. He opened his mouth and took Quinn inside, plunging downward until Quinn’s cock was buried deep. Which was when he choked.

      Devra put her hand on Trevon’s shoulder, as if she could do anything to help.

      “Damn, Trevon.” Quinn took hold of her husband’s face and lifted it a few inches. “Not so fast. Take it easy. Suck me. God, yes. Like that. Now…slowly…”

      He guided Trevon’s head lower bit by bit until he had time to adjust. His jaw worked as he found a comfortable position and then slid even lower. Quinn’s cock had to be pressing into his throat by now.

      Then Trevon didn’t need any guidance. He licked, sucked, and bobbed over Quinn, making the other guy gasp, curse, and groan. “I can’t believe you’ve only done this once before. You’re so fucking good at it.”

      Trevon seemed to relax a little at that, his hands unfisting where they rested on the couch.

      “Play with my balls, too.” Quinn spread himself wider, granting Trevon full access.

      He took it, rolling Quinn’s balls in his palm and squeezing them, a little harder than Devra would have been comfortable doing. She mimicked his motions on herself—rubbing, teasing, and pressing.

      It was only a few minutes more before Quinn began to get restless. Devra, too. She slipped her fingers inside the leg band of her panties and pressed one inside herself. She moaned.

      Both Trevon and Quinn paused.

      “Enough.” Quinn levered himself off the couch, dislodging Trevon in the process.

      Trevon blinked, as if startled at losing his new favorite treat. But not for long.

      “Strip. Quickly.” Quinn was so much more forceful with Trevon than he had been with Devra. It was like two completely different sides to his personality. She could see where he needed both, too. The softness and the hardness. The ability to be defenseless warring with the need to be in control.

      It was fascinating and incredibly enlightening to see the two men interact like this.

      Trevon seemed grateful that for once he didn’t have to be in charge. He could relax and obey. His trust in Quinn meant he could let go and be sure everything would be taken care of.

      They were a perfect match.

      So where did that leave Devra? She nibbled on her lower lip as Trevon got undressed. Fully naked, he was so stunning. Made entirely of grace and power and empathy.

      Quinn clearly appreciated the sight, too. He stroked his cock, still slick with Trevon’s spit, and walked a circle around her husband. The fingers of his other hand trailed across Trevon’s collarbones then down his back and over the swell of his tight ass. “Damn, Trevon.”

      Devra completely agreed. Damn indeed.

      “Turn around. Get on your hands and knees.” Quinn pressed Trevon’s shoulders until he did as he was told, sinking to the open space on the carpet and waiting for Quinn to join him.

      Quinn looked to Devra, then jerked his chin toward his bedroom. “Would you go in there? In the top drawer of the dresser, there’s a bottle of lube. Bring it to me, please.”

      “Of course.” Devra wasn’t afraid to admit she liked it when he bossed her around, even though he did it nicely. He had something that she and Trevon were missing. An ability to make things happen. To get things done. To bring them all together and take what they needed even if they were afraid to.

      She dashed into the other room and back as fast as possible, clutching the plastic container of clear liquid. When she handed it to him, he smiled as if he were a perfect gentleman, although they knew—in the best possible way—that was far from the truth. “Thank you.”

      “You’re welcome.” She couldn’t say what came over her then, but she said, “Only the best for my husband.”

      Devra hoped Quinn realized that she was talking about him.

      He nodded as if he took the responsibility seriously. Then he pointed. “If you don’t mind, go sit by his head so you can see his face when I fuck his tight ass. Tell me if he needs a break.”

      “I will.” Just like Quinn had been there when Trevon had taken her for the first time and made sure it was so damn good for her, now she could return the favor.

      “Devra?” Quinn said as she began to lower herself to the floor near her husband.

      “Yes?”

      “You’re overdressed. Feel free to get more comfortable.” Quinn studied her modest floral dress as if it was some sexy runway couture. She’d be lying if she said she hadn’t wanted to get rid of it and her underwear anyway.

      Devra peeled her clothes off bit by bit, hoping her reserve came off more as seduction.

      “You’re so damn beautiful, Devra,” Trevon whispered reverently. “It means everything to me that you’re here and that you support me. This. You’re so fucking brave to let me try it and to do it with me.”

      Meanwhile, Quinn poured some of the gel on his hands and began to rub them together, warming the slick substance.

      By the time Devra settled in front of Trevon—as he began to kiss her knee and then her thigh, in between whispered thanks—Quinn was ready to return his full attention to her husband.

      He slipped his hand between Trevon’s legs, teasing his cock and then balls before moving upward. He spread slickness over Trevon’s hole before working the tip of one finger into the opening.

      “Fuck.” Trevon held her hand so tight, she thought he might leave a dent.

      “Does it feel good?” she asked softly, rubbing his head with her other hand.

      “Yes.” He leaned into her caress.

      “Did he tell you that I did this the other day when he came inside you?” Quinn asked, making Devra gasp. “I could feel his whole body quaking as he shot so hard, deep in your pussy.”

      Trevon looked up at her guiltily.

      “I’m glad you liked it as much as I did.” The reminder of that moment, the first time they’d been joined, filled her with joy. She didn’t want it to be one of the few times they did it either. If this was what it took, how she had to accept him in order to keep even a piece of him for herself, she would gladly share him. Even part of Trevon was plenty to make her happy.

      Devra put her fingers over Trevon’s where they were clutched in the carpet. “This is all about you. Don’t worry about anything else. Enjoy what he’s giving you.”

      “And what your wife is giving you, too. This is all because of her,” Quinn said as he added a second finger, stretching Trevon. Even two digits were slight compared to his cock, but Devra had to trust that he knew what he was doing and that he would make himself fit without hurting Trevon.

      “I know. I love you, Devra,” Trevon swore.

      “I love you, too.” She kissed him and he trembled.

      Quinn had removed his fingers and was filling his hand with more lubrication. “Ready?” he asked Trevon as he transferred it to his own flesh with long, hard strokes of his fist over the steely flesh.

      “I’ve been ready. For so long.” Trevon looked up at Devra and she smiled, brushing her finger over his swollen lips. She couldn’t resist leaning forward to kiss him again, tenderly. And that’s when Quinn advanced.

      Trevon froze, then groaned.

      When she lifted her head so she could study his expression, the tip of Quinn’s cock was already embedded in Trevon’s ass. Her husband had his eyes closed, but he was pressing his body backward, welcoming the invasion.

      Devra didn’t care anymore about propriety. She spread her legs on either side of Trevon’s strong arms and began to rub her pussy as Quinn speared Trevon on his dick. All the while, he spoke softly to Trevon, telling him how good it felt to be inside him and how courageous he was to finally experience what he’d dreamed of for so long.

      Quinn rubbed his hands down Trevon’s back, helping him relax. So Devra did the same, massaging his shoulders and telling him how damn sexy he looked on the end of Quinn’s dick.

      When Quinn was fully sheathed in her husband’s body, he looked at her and grinned. “He was made for this.”

      He was. But was he made for Quinn or for Devra?

      She wasn’t sure.

      Trevon looked over his shoulder at Quinn then. He asked, “Can I eat her while you fuck me. Please?”

      “That’s up to your wife, not me.” Quinn smacked Trevon’s muscled rear. “But I’d sure as hell love to see that while I’m enjoying your ass. Son of a bitch, you feel so good around me.”

      Devra didn’t hesitate. Her only answer was to tip back using one straight-locked arm for support so she didn’t miss any of the show they were putting on for her. Then she arched her spine and presented herself to Trevon.

      A strangled groan left his throat as he buried his face between her legs and began to devour her as if she tasted better than the spicy shakshouka he loved so much.

      Quinn turned feral. His hips began to move, thrusting in and out as he leaned forward far enough that he bit Trevon’s shoulder. It looked like a wild animal claiming its mate, and that did nothing to keep Devra’s passion at bay.

      She quivered as Trevon’s tongue lapped at her arousal and then upward to her clit.

      Devra thought there was a good chance that she’d be the first of the three of them to climax. Witnessing the men take care of each other and their explosive passion was infectious.

      Quinn fucked Trevon with increasing speed and power. His hips smacked against Trevon’s, which drove her husband’s mouth harder against her pussy.

      Just when she thought she was going to explode, Quinn smacked Trevon’s ass again, hard enough to get his attention. “This is fun, but I want to play with your cock. You’re going to come all over yourself while I fuck you. Show me and your wife how much you love my dick.”

      Trevon moved so fast, Devra nearly fell over. He flipped to his back and stared up at Quinn. “Yes, please. Make me.”

      “I will. But only if you pleasure your wife first.” His brilliant blue eyes cut to her as he said, “Get up. Kneel over him. Let him finish what he started. If he does a good job, I’ll give him what he’s begging for.”

      Devra couldn’t even form a response to that except to crawl closer. Trevon wrapped his hands around her. His long, dark fingers looked so beautiful against her paler skin where they nearly encircled her waist. He drew her into position and resumed blowing her mind.

      Quinn smiled at her and cupped her cheek in his hand. “You’re spectacular. In every way.”

      Before she could thank him and say the same, he fit himself back to Trevon and slid deep inside. He curled his arms around Trevon’s thighs and held him in place as he began to fuck in earnest.

      And that’s when Devra noticed Trevon’s massive erection bobbing on his rock-hard abs. Without thinking, she reached for it.

      He bucked, nearly dislodging Quinn.

      “Don’t you dare come. Not until Devra does,” Quinn reminded him.

      Fortunately for Trevon, that wasn’t going to take very long at all. Devra moaned and ground her pussy against Trevon’s face, putting his tongue where she liked it.

      She only needed one more thing to set her off. And she knew exactly what it was.

      Devra reached out and put her free hand on Quinn’s shoulder. He must have thought she was balancing herself because he resisted for a moment when she tugged him toward her.

      When he finally came closer, she smiled and whispered, “Kiss me.”

      Their lips collided. It wasn’t the smoothest caress of all time given their position, her jerking Trevon’s cock, him fucking, and the incredible things Trevon was doing between her legs. But it was enough.

      She opened her eyes, looked directly at Quinn, and hoped he could see how much he’d given them. Today, in bed, and in general.

      He deserved to be as happy as he’d made them.

      While he stared at her with wide, startled eyes, she surrendered.

      Devra came on her husband’s face, while kissing another man. She felt Trevon’s cock jerk in response and gripped him tighter. He groaned and squirmed beneath her and Quinn, obviously joining her in an epic release. She felt his come land hot on her belly as he emptied himself.

      And only when they’d both nearly drowned in ecstasy did Quinn follow suit.

      He threw his head back and shouted, “Trevon! Devra!”

      His motions became frantic and then jerky. He buried himself completely in Trevon then spasmed, mashing their bodies together and filling her husband to overflowing with his seed.

      The thought alone made Devra come again.

      Her orgasm was so powerful, she lost control of her muscles and collapsed backward on the rug.

      Trevon reached blindly for her, his big hand wrapping around her ankle and using the connection to draw her alongside him. He buried his face in the crook of her neck and clutched her to his chest. “Thank you. Thank you. I love you. Thank you.”

      Devra felt tears sting her eyes as she held him and whispered reassuring nonsense. They lay there cuddled together, recovering. By the time they calmed down enough to look around for Quinn, he was nowhere to be found.
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      Trevon was cleaning up his station during a rare gap in his schedule when a long white van rolled into the lot. The lettering on the side proclaimed it belonged to Dawes Salvage Services.

      When the door opened, the guy who popped out was shorter than Trevon—though most people were. He had a scrappy look about him, like you wouldn’t want to try to cheat him at cards or pool in a bar or he’d kick your ass despite being wiry and lean. He had long chestnut hair that brushed his shoulders and a proper beard, maybe a little longer than appropriate for an office but not quite hipster qualified either.

      He wore a black long-sleeved shirt despite the heat, though the top three silver snaps were undone, exposing a decently hairy chest and a smattering of tattoos. If Trevon hadn’t recently become obsessed with Quinn, he might think the guy was pretty sexy in an unconventional sort of way.

      “Hey,” he called as the salvage man approached, drawing him toward the open bay door instead of the small office space attached to the garage.

      The guy put his hand up like a visor, then peered inside. “Hello? Quinn, that you?”

      “He and Gavyn went to deliver a bike.” Trevon leaned up against the counter. “They left me holding down the fort.”

      It meant something to him that they trusted him enough to look after Hot Rides even for a couple of hours.

      “I don’t think we’ve met yet.” The man came forward with a spring in his step that matched his easy smile. “I’m Oliver Dawes, but most people call me Ollie. I spend most of my days rummaging through garbage to find anything useful. Especially for vehicles.”

      “Nice to meet you.” Trevon looked over at Pop’s bike. It was coming along, but they’d hit a few snags, like cams and other parts they couldn’t easily repair or fake. If Trevon had been working a couple more months at Hot Rides, he might have use for Ollie’s skills.

      “Is that yours?” Ollie pointed at the Indian Chief.

      “Yeah.” Trevon nodded.

      “Then I think my package is actually for you.” He took a bundle wrapped in brown burlap from his backpack and handed it over to Trevon.

      “What’s this?” He flipped open the fabric and found a treasure trove of vintage, pristine parts for his motorcycle inside. “What the—?”

      “Quinn asked me to be on the lookout for them.” The guy grinned. “I think I see why now. Who needs roses when you can have a big, hard cam shaft, huh?”

      Trevon tried to laugh off the joke, but it hit a little close to home. So he simply stared. “This is…thank you. But I can’t afford these. I saw a shitty one on eBay for $450 last week. I know he meant well, but Quinn probably didn’t realize.”

      “He put it on the Hot Rides account, buddy. They’re yours.” Ollie held his hands palms out, refusing to take them back when Trevon thrust them at him. “Even if they hadn’t been paid for, I’d leave them here. They belong in that motorcycle, not sitting in someone’s warehouse waiting for an internet order to come in for top dollar. It’s the best thing about my job, really. Bringing things back to life.”

      “Wow, that’s…thank you.” Trevon cleared his throat. “Do you only sell parts or whole bikes, too?”

      “If I was ever lucky enough to find one like this, I’d hire Quinn to fix it up for me and then flip it. I go to a lot of auctions and estate sales, I see a lot of collectors. Someone would love to snap up something like that.” Ollie wandered closer and crouched down for a better look. “Why? You looking to sell?”

      Trevon knew it was for the best. It still hurt like hell when he said, “Yes.”

      “Let me take a few pictures and see who I run into over the next few weeks. It’ll probably take you guys that long to finish it, don’t you think?” Ollie wondered.

      “I can have it ready in two to three, if the price is right. Now that I have these.” Trevon held up the spare parts that had just made a lot of things possible for him and Devra.

      “It’s a ’38 Chief, isn’t it?”

      Impressive. “Yes. That’s right.”

      “What would you ask for it?”

      Trevon shot for the moon. “Forty thousand.”

      “Son of a bitch.” Ollie looked up so fast he nearly fell on his ass. “Are you joking?”

      “Too much?” Trevon considered lowering his asking price although it cracked his heart in half.

      “Hell no!” The guy shook his head, sending his hair whipping around his face. “Take nothing less than fifty. I’ve seen them go for that much in far worse condition and I know the two of you will have this thing pristine.”

      “You realize you could have bought it off me and made yourself a nice profit.” Trevon raised a brow at Ollie.

      “If I was a dickhead, which I’m not.” He rolled his eyes as he stood and dusted off his pants. “Besides, I have a feeling for that Quinn would have put his boot so far up my ass it would have come out my mouth. He doesn’t hire just anyone to work here. In fact, you’re the first, huh?”

      Trevon tried not to think of Quinn and firsts or he’d definitely give Ollie the wrong impression. “Uh, I guess.”

      “Well, tell him I said thanks for his business and that if he ever wants to hire someone else, I’m game for working exclusively for Hot Rides and their friends down the road. It seems like lately you guys are my best customers anyway.” The guy laughed, but something about his joke seemed serious to Trevon.

      “I’ll do that. Thank you again. For the parts and for your help with my pop’s bike.” Trevon petted the seat lovingly. Someone else would appreciate it like he—and his grandfather before him—had.

      “Wait, that’s an heirloom?” Ollie crossed his arms. “You sure you want to sell?”

      Trevon drew a deep breath and thought of his new family. Devra, and maybe Quinn, too. They wouldn’t be whole, or able to move forward, until Devra’s immigration status was cleared up and they had some capital to work with for pursuing her dreams. “Positive.”

      “Okay then. I’ll give the shop a call if I get any leads.” Ollie nodded.

      Trevon realized he should have asked earlier… “What’s your finder’s fee?”

      “It’s on the house.” He shrugged. “A favor for my best customers.”

      Trevon wasn’t an idiot. He knew the guy could sense he was desperate. “No wonder you need a steady job. You kinda suck at this.”

      Ollie cracked up. “You’re probably right. I like you, Trevon. I think you’re going to fit in well around here.”

      Trevon thought Ollie would, too. He was going to talk to Gavyn and Quinn later about the prospects and what had gone down. There might be more opportunity to use salvage as part of their business strategy as they expanded.

      “Hey, I’ve got nothing to do for the next hour. Want a drink? Something to eat? My wife is a phenomenal cook. I think there are some leftover falafels in the fridge.” Trevon wasn’t sure what made him ask, but maybe it was that glimpse of loneliness he spotted in the guy’s expression before he turned to go. Trevon knew it well and could relate.

      It didn’t cost anything to be kind. Besides, he was pretty short on friends himself.

      “You sure that’s cool?” Ollie asked, peeking around as if it was a trap and Gavyn and Quinn were about to pop out from behind a toolbox and chase him off.

      “Absolutely.” They’d be the first people to welcome a drifter.

      Trevon knew, because that’s what they’d done for him. And they’d changed his entire life with that one simple act.
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      A week or so later, Quinn was wrapping up a project while Trevon had already started working on the Indian. He’d gone to the cottage to grab some design sketches he’d done the night before for the paint job.

      Devra was supervising while she read a cooking magazine, making notes on the recipes inside. Every once in a while she answered the phone or fielded questions from walk-ins, not that there were many of those. She even responded to a few email inquiries for him, which he really appreciated since administrative bullshit drove him crazy.

      Gavyn was out again. He hadn’t even given a reason for his absence this time. For all they knew he was at home, sneaking in some afternoon loving with Amber.

      Quinn was starting to wonder if the guy was doing it on purpose, either as some misplaced matchmaking attempt or because he wanted Quinn to know he had things under control on his own.

      Either way, the end result was that they had the place to themselves. Again.

      And his cock wanted to do something a lot more fun than cleaning the shop or even making more progress on the Indian restoration, which was coming along nicely thanks to the parts Ollie had scrounged from who knew where.

      Quinn picked up his largest wrench and started to put it away when he caught Devra peeking at him over the top of her reading material.

      “Hey, baby, I’ve got a really big tool. Want to see?” he teased as he waved the metal in her direction. Stupid, yup. But he was really horny and quickly losing brain cells to blood flow problems.

      “Compensating for something?” She rolled her eyes at him.

      “You know I’m not, but I’m willing to prove it again if you need me to.” He reached for his waistband and began to unbuckle his belt right there in the middle of Hot Rides.

      “Are you crazy?” She lunged for him and slapped her hand over his, which only meant she was a fraction of an inch from touching his dick, which was waking up faster at the prospect.

      “Probably.” He stared at the ceiling, blew out a breath, then fixed himself before spinning away.

      “It’s not that I don’t find you attractive.” Devra sighed. “But I’m—”

      “Married. I know.” Quinn got pissed. At himself. He knew better than to do shit like that. Coming on to her when Trevon wasn’t around was a cardinal sin. He didn’t plan to cheat on anybody. He just was getting so comfortable around them, he’d started to think of them as his and him as theirs instead of a handy third for threesomes. “I’m sorry. I’m used to being around my brother and the rest of his asshole friends. I wasn’t thinking. You’re not one of the guys, you’re Trevon’s wife. I promise that won’t happen again.”

      He looked in her direction, hoping it was forgiveness instead of shock, anger, or—worse—revulsion he saw. Instead, her face drained of color as she stared, guilty as fuck, at the opening to the garage.

      Trevon was standing there, silhouetted by the late afternoon sun behind him.

      “Whatever you heard, that was my fault.” Quinn slapped his hand to his chest. “I was being inappropriate.”

      “Well, don’t let me stop you.” Trevon shrugged. “What Devra does and with whom she does it is up to her. I’m her husband, not her owner.”

      “You wouldn’t care if I slept with her? Even if you weren’t around?” Quinn had a hard time believing that.

      “I’d much rather watch.” Trevon adjusted his junk. “But that’s her call.”

      “You’d want to see that? Me and Quinn?” Devra sounded surprised and interested by the idea. “I figured it was different. You know, you and I can do the same things he and I could. When you’re with him, he can give you things I can’t.”

      “Same goes for you and him. He’s a different man than I am,” Trevon said softly. “He’s sexy, and wild, and…in charge.”

      “You forgot greedy as fuck. Because if we keep talking about this, it’s going to be a thing. I’m about to fuck the shit out of your wife right here, right now.” Quinn was starting to think this day was about to go from boring to spectacular in less time than it took for him to get fully hard.

      “I don’t blame you.” Trevon smiled. “She is incredible. And if that’s what she wants, that’s what you should do.”

      Devra looked to Quinn and nibbled her lip. “Are you sure?”

      “Of course.” Trevon nodded. “He’s pretty good at it, you know. I can tell you from experience.”

      Enough talking. Quinn shifted gears, preparing to take them to the next level. It might have been reckless, but he couldn’t turn down a chance to have something he’d been dreaming about for weeks.

      Devra. Her burgundy lips and the deep flush around her nipples. The dark hair on her mound. And the sounds she’d made that day when he’d fucked Trevon while Trevon pleased her. They’d haunted him.

      He wanted a chance to inspire those noises himself. “Trevon, close up. We’ve got some private business to attend to.”

      The guy did as he was told quickly and efficiently. He flipped the sign from Open to Closed, then smacked the button that controlled the garage doors. They rolled down, darkening the inside of the building and shutting with a clang.

      “What if Gavyn comes back?” Devra whispered.

      “Then he’ll know what I’ve felt like over and over. After all the times I’ve walked in on Tom and Ms. Brown or who knows what combination of the Hot Rods getting it on, they fucking owe me one.” He gripped Devra’s ass and squeezed it, drawing her tight to his body so she could feel his hard-on between her legs. “I need this. I need you. Now. Get over here.”

      She dropped her magazine and joined him in his bay. Work would never be the same after this. He’d always remember this moment and how she was staring up at him with blatant anticipation.

      “Take her clothes off,” Quinn said to Trevon, who came closer and eagerly did as he was told.

      Devra stood there naked and unashamed. She stood tall. Well, tall for someone of her stature. He loved how proud she seemed, and how defiant.

      That part wasn’t going to last. She’d melt all over him soon enough.

      Quinn dropped his jeans and ripped off his own shirt. That was plenty to free his cock and get the job done. Today wasn’t about finesse. It was about urgency and the intensity of his desire. He reached for Devra and dragged her to him, putting his hands on her ass and lifting her.

      Her hands flew to his shoulders to balance herself, but she didn’t really settle in until she wrapped her legs around his waist. They were getting closer.

      The hard tips of her breasts poked his chest, making it clear she’d been as horny as he had.

      Why hadn’t she said anything before? He’d have been happy to service her or watch Trevon do it instead. Just in case, he asked Trevon, “Is she wet?”

      The other man came up behind Devra, kissing the back of her neck as he slid a hand beneath her and probed her pussy for Quinn.

      “Soaked.” Trevon groaned. “Can I taste her?”

      “Only a little. Then I have to be inside her.” Quinn thought that was generous considering how amped he was and the fact that Trevon could have her any time he and Devra liked. “Hurry.”

      Trevon knelt on the hard concrete. He must have done something then because Devra moaned and squirmed enough that Quinn was glad she was petite and that he had a good grip on her lithe body. A few more seconds and he barked, “Enough. Trevon, put my cock in her. Now.”

      The other man’s huge hand surrounded Quinn. It was warm and a little rough on his erection. Perfect. Trevon tipped Quinn’s dick up and aimed it at Devra, rubbing it against her core before nestling the head in the slick folds of her pussy.

      “Damn, you weren’t kidding.” Quinn groaned. “She’s so slippery. And hot.”

      “For you,” Trevon murmured.

      “For you both,” Devra corrected. “Now someone better fuck me before I go crazy. Please.”

      She didn’t have to ask Quinn twice. He’d seen how Trevon’s self-control had inadvertently made her doubt her appeal. She’d never have to wonder if he wanted her or how much. He was about to show her and he’d do it as often as it took for her to believe it.

      Quinn held her waist and thrust upward. It took a few tries to work himself inside her deep enough to really fuck her without being in danger of falling out. A couple of times he did and Trevon was there to put him back in Devra’s pussy.

      While they ground together, he tipped his head down and kissed her.

      She surprised him when she bit his lower lip, goading him to ramp up his efforts.

      He rocked his hips, clenching his ass to thrust into her even as he let gravity drag her down. Over and over, he stroked into her as they made out, and Trevon ran his hands over their sides and the places where they connected.

      It was amazing. But it wasn’t enough. Not yet.

      Quinn tried to separate himself from Devra, but she clung to him and whimpered.

      “I’m not going far. I just need to get…deeper.” Quinn grunted on one final thrust before withdrawing from heaven. “Trevon, keep her steady. Turn her around.”

      He did as told, giving Quinn time to regroup.

      “Devra, put your palms on the toolbox. Bend over. Stick out your ass and hold on.” She followed orders pretty damn well herself. Quinn wondered, for a fleeting moment, if this was one reason they’d had so much trouble coming together. They both enjoyed a dominant touch. It could be problematic for a couple, he’d imagine.

      Then he didn’t care anymore. Because Devra’s pussy was there, waiting for him to return.

      He held his cock at the base and tapped it against her clit a few times before rubbing the blunt head up and down her slit. Then he looked at Trevon and asked, “Should I fuck her some more?”

      “Yes. Harder,” Trevon answered. He was beside his wife, supporting her, holding her up and telling her over and over how gorgeous she was and how much she obviously pleased Quinn.

      Who was Quinn to argue?

      He plunged into Devra’s waiting channel, which rippled along his length at his re-entry.

      She hugged him deep within her, though he didn’t let that stop him from drilling in and out of her despite the undulating ring of muscles at her core. Their skin slapped together and even her perky breasts bounced as he rode her furiously.

      The sound inspired him to spank her, playfully at first then harder when she groaned his name and began to pulse around him. She was coming already. Shit.

      Quinn pulled out before she could end their fun too soon.

      He growled at Trevon, “Watch her. Don’t let her fall.”

      Quinn knew he should be gentler. More patient. But it was impossible. He’d waited so long for this moment, and she brought out something primal in him that he was a little hesitant to unleash. If Trevon hadn’t been there, he never would have let go like this.

      No matter what, he knew the other guy would protect his wife and make sure Quinn didn’t get too out of control. At least any rougher than she seemed to like it.

      As if to prove his unspoken point, Devra moaned and began rubbing her clit. “More. Can I have more?”

      Quinn blinked as he studied the woman Devra had transformed into and the man she was married to, who seemed to like the new her every bit as much as Quinn did.

      “Come on, Quinn. Fuck my wife. Give it to her hard and fast like she likes it. Dirty. Raw. Rough.” Trevon groaned. “I love watching you do this to her and drive her wild, especially since…that’s not how I am. I could never give her what you’re giving her.”

      “My cock? Yours is a hell of a lot bigger than mine.” Quinn couldn’t think very clearly, but what Trevon was saying seemed important. He filed it away to think about later. When he wasn’t about to be buried in the tightest, hottest pussy he’d ever had the privilege to fuck again.

      “It’s how you use it,” Trevon said with a grin.

      As if to prove his point, Devra moaned as aftershocks ran through her.

      Quinn was about to ramp things up even more. He handed her over to Trevon while he got adjusted. He boosted himself up so he was sitting on top of the industrial-grade toolbox. He barked to Trevon, “Pull out that drawer.”

      When the guy did so, Quinn planted his booted feet in it, then curled a finger toward his palm twice in the classic gesture for give it to me. In this case, it was she. Devra.

      Trevon lifted her effortlessly, as if she was even more petite than she really was, and positioned her so that she was sitting in Quinn’s lap, facing away from him. His cock impaled her as her ass came to rest on his thighs.

      “Fuck. You’re so hot,” he rasped against her neck, just below her ear, scraping his teeth over the sensitive skin there. Quinn grabbed her under her thighs, just above her knees, and spread her wide.

      Devra cried out and arched her back, trying to work herself over Quinn’s cock. She threw one hand out behind her to support some of her weight. Between that and him holding her, she was able to make some progress, working her pussy over his shaft, but not enough.

      Quinn wasn’t going to be able to do this forever, but he figured it wasn’t going to take long to set them both off. This was the sexiest, most scandalous thing he had ever experienced.

      Fortunately, Trevon seemed eager to help them along. He took up his post between their legs and bent down to lick Devra’s pussy while Quinn fucked up into it, hard and fast. They worked in unison, Trevon’s fluttering tongue sometimes glancing off the base of Quinn’s cock or even his balls.

      Devra went wild. She shrieked and ground herself on him even as Trevon reached up to make sure she didn’t fall. He used the contact to fondle her breast, alternating palpating it and pinching her nipple before switching to the other one.

      They were racing toward the finish line and neither of them seemed likely to lose.

      Free and feral, Quinn uncovered a whole new side of Devra that he instantly fell in love with. To see her like this, so uninhibited, strong, and assertive, made him proud of her and how far she’d come since arriving at Hot Rides.

      That thought alone had Quinn’s balls tightening. They crept up toward his core as he gritted his teeth to keep from coming before Devra had taken her fill.

      “Trevon,” he groaned. “Eat her. Make her come all over your face. You know you want her to.”

      “Mmm,” the other man agreed.

      Sweat gathered on Quinn’s brow. He pumped into her again and again, each time plunging to the limits of her welcoming body. But it wasn’t until he grabbed a fistful of her hair and used it to pull her head back that she quaked around him.

      “You like that?” he asked.

      She tried to nod, but only groaned when the motion tugged harder at her scalp.

      “Good. Me, too.” He smiled from an inch away before capturing her mouth in a coarse kiss that was nothing like the one they’d shared while he was fucking her husband.

      It was savage and sweet, because it meant that he knew she could handle it.

      As if that was the most arousing thing he could have done to her, she shattered.

      Devra screamed into his mouth and rode him like he was a bucking bronco. Quinn couldn’t resist the rhythmic clenching of her pussy, which clamped around him even as he continued to pound into her. He shuddered, too. His balls clamped then released, launching streams of his come deep into her. Later they’d have to talk about the fact that he hadn’t worn a condom—with either of them, a first for him. Right then, he didn’t give a shit. It felt too good to claim her as he had her husband earlier.

      His orgasm seemed like it went on forever, milked dry by her pussy spasming around him and Trevon’s hand, which massaged his balls through the entire thing. The man was jerking himself off as fast and furiously as Quinn and Devra had been fucking.

      “You want some help with that?” Quinn asked, out of breath.

      “No.” Trevon grunted. “Don’t need help. Just need…”

      “What?” Devra asked, in a sultry, dazed voice.

      “Lift her. Off you.” Trevon panted to Quinn.

      Although he wasn’t quite ready to leave her silky heat, Quinn did. His cock slipped free and bobbed between them. Trevon was there in a flash, cleaning every dot of Devra’s arousal and his own come off the shaft and head with long, lush laps of his tongue.

      “Oh fuck.” Quinn would have let his head drop back, but then he wouldn’t be able to watch the other man devour the evidence of Quinn’s passion from his wife, because surely…yes, that’s where he was going next.

      Trevon put one long finger in Devra’s pussy, making her moan and spasm again. He swirled it around inside her before drawing it out, crooked. Quinn’s hot come dribbled out around it and Trevon was there to clean it up. He ingested every drop of their mingled fluids, groaning while he swallowed it down.

      His hand flew over his fat cock. And when he’d consumed as much as he could find, the muscles in Trevon’s back rippled. His ass clenched and his cock, which had never looked bigger than right then, jutted from his fist.

      Devra noticed, too. “Yes, Trevon. Come for us. Show us how much you liked it when Quinn filled me up. You liked it when he fucked your wife’s pretty pussy, didn’t you?”

      Holy shit.

      If Quinn hadn’t come so recently, he’d have lost it.

      Just like Trevon did.

      The tall man stood straight and roared. He unleashed his pent up desire, stroking his cock even as it erupted, messing up Devra and Quinn where he’d so painstakingly cleaned them, moments before. He came so hard and so long that Quinn was a little jealous of the epic orgasm.

      “Damn, Trevon,” he muttered his appreciation, then gathered Devra against his chest. She curled up there in his lap like a contented kitten, though she never took her eyes off her husband.

      “Sorry.” Trevon gasped before bracing himself on the toolbox. “Sorry. It’s just…you’re so gorgeous. Both of you. That was amazing.”

      “It was.” Quinn agreed. But now he felt the darkness encroaching.

      He shifted, feeling the urge to move lest he get too comfortable there, with them.

      Quinn held Devra out and Trevon was there to take her, lowering her to the ground while keeping her steady in the circle of his strong arms. They put their foreheads together and stared into each other’s eyes with goofy grins on their faces.

      That was Quinn’s signal. It was time for him to leave them alone so they could bond and grow tighter, without him.

      Trevon was tending to Devra, and she was doing the same for him, bringing each other slowly back to reality as they descended from their euphoric high. Quinn sighed as he watched them together and wished it could be him doing that for them. And have them do the same for him. Reassure him that this was more than a simple physical transaction where they exchanged orgasms but nothing higher than the waist or deeper than the surface of their skin.

      No hearts, no minds, and definitely no emotions. None of that stuff.

      He edged toward the door, feeling like shit even after one of the best climaxes of his life. It was getting harder and harder to go each time he had to peel himself away from them and the pure bliss they were able to create together.

      Quinn had one hand on the doorknob when he heard Devra ask Trevon, “Where is he? Not again. Trevon, don’t let him leave us.”

      Trevon’s head snapped up and his lion’s eyes stared straight at Quinn as if daring him to walk out on him and his wife. He said simply, “Stay.”

      “I can’t.” Quinn shook his head, but neither could he make his fucking wrist turn that knob.

      “What if we need you?” Trevon asked.

      Quinn practically snarled, feeling cornered. “What if I need to go? For my own sanity?”

      “Then you’re going to need to explain why.” Devra walked toward him on wobbly legs. “Because this hurts me. It hurts us.”

      “I didn’t figure you for a coward,” Trevon said.

      Quinn huffed out a sigh. “Then you figured wrong.”

      “You’ve helped us overcome our fears about what we’re capable of giving each other. You should let us do the same for you.” Devra reached out and removed his hand from the door, prying it up finger by finger.

      “Whatever you’re running from can’t be as bad as what we’ve been through.” Trevon meant well, but he had no idea what Quinn had endured. Of course their situation had been worse, but his hadn’t been a walk in the park either. Maybe that was part of what made him feel ashamed about the pain he still harbored when they’d withstood so much more without crumbling. “We can do more for you than get you off, you know?”

      “Talk to us,” Devra demanded.

      “Then if you still want to walk away, walk away.” Trevon shrugged, as if it was no big deal. “At least then we’ll understand why.”
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      Quinn couldn’t stay. But they wouldn’t let him leave either. How was he going to keep himself from falling in love with them if he couldn’t put some distance—physical and emotional—between them and what they’d just shared? It got more intense every single time.

      Things were getting serious no matter how hard he tried to keep them about sex and facilitating the blossoming relationship between Devra and Trevon.

      He looked at the garage door, calculating his odds of sprinting past Trevon before the other guy tackled him. They weren’t very good. Trevon was so tall and lanky, he had a hell of a reach. Besides, Quinn was wiped out from how hard he’d come.

      Again.

      They’d shared the best orgasms of his life with him. And more.

      “If you only want something physical, I guess that’s fine. You don’t owe us anything other than a good time,” Trevon said. “Just don’t treat us—especially Devra—like sex toys and leave us once you’ve gotten your fill.”

      “No. It’s not okay.” Devra contradicted her husband. She had grown some balls lately, and Quinn loved it. It was one of the things that made him feel like he hadn’t totally fucked up by sleeping with them. “It’s disrespectful of our feelings. We care about you, Quinn. When you take off like what we’ve done was only about the orgasms, it’s rude and kind of…demeaning. Something I might have expected of men I used to know. Not you.”

      “That was never my intention.” Quinn swallowed hard. It was time to come clean. He’d seen the devastation Roman had unintentionally wrought on Carver, his husband, when they were working through the kinks in their relationship, and Quinn never wanted to do the same to someone he cared for. So he manned up and exposed his emotions. He only wished it was as easy to do that as it was to flaunt his naked body.

      “It’s difficult for me to feel all the things I do toward you and know that I’m not really a part of your relationship. I would never want to entangle myself so much that I risk pulling you two apart instead of pushing you together when things end.”

      “Who says this has to stop?” Devra asked quietly. “It hasn’t for Sally and her guys or the rest of the Hot Rods and their group activities. Why do you think it will with you?”

      “Because…” Fuck it. He might as well say it. “No one’s ever loved me like that. Not enough to keep me.”

      He spun around and braced himself on the workbench, his stomach aching like someone had pummeled him with an invisible fist from his past.

      “Quinn.” Devra put her hand on his back and stroked him gently. “It might seem that way, but I’m sure that’s not true. What about your brother and the Hot Rods?”

      “They took care of me when I was a kid. I love them to the bottom of my soul, but they have their own lives and their own relationships. I always felt like an outsider to that. Even with Tom and Ms. Brown, when they got married. I sometimes stayed in my room at their house and the rest of the time in the Hot Rods’ living room because I didn’t want to be a burden on anyone for too long in case they decided I was inconvenient and kicked me out. I knew they needed their space. I don’t hold that against them.”

      Quinn shook his head. “That’s just how it is. I’ve never really belonged anywhere. Hell, even here Gavyn and Amber helped me build my own separate space, away from their own house. I’m grateful, I am. I just…”

      “You were on your own when all of them had a partner.” Trevon rested his hip against the workbench and put his hand on Quinn’s shoulder. Their soothing touches did make him feel better, even though he knew he shouldn’t count on them being there to prop him up forever.

      “Yeah.” He nodded. Figured he’d fall in love with two people who already were attached. Even if it was to each other.

      “Can I ask you something personal?” Devra wondered.

      Quinn laughed at that. “I’m pretty sure you can considering I was buried inside you five minutes ago.”

      “I get the feeling this discussion is a lot more intimate to you than sex,” she murmured.

      Of course she would understand.

      He rubbed his temples. “Can we go outside at least? I need to breathe if we’re going to talk about this shit.”

      When he spun around, Trevon took one of his hands and Devra the other. They led him from Hot Rides and out onto the grass beyond the blacktopped lot. A little farther down, there was a stream and a bench Gavyn had put there. He called it his thinking spot.

      Quinn knew it was really where he went to find his zen when he was trying to resist the compulsion for a drink. It seemed appropriate to sit there now, sandwiched between the two biggest temptations Quinn had ever had in his life.

      He drew a giant breath, released it, and then said, “What do you want to know, Devra?”

      She leaned her head on his upper arm. “You talk about ‘coming’ to Hot Rods as a teenager. Where were you before that?”

      “Locked in the attic of my mom’s house, probably.” Quinn said it because it was true, not because he was trying to shock his lovers. However, it seemed to have that effect.

      It was sad that he didn’t quite realize how fucked up his past was compared to people with normal lives and normal families.

      “Don’t worry, it’s not as bad as it sounds.” Quinn couldn’t say why he was covering for the woman, even now. Probably because she was the only mother he’d ever have, even if she was a shitty one. “When I was up there, I was safe from her drunken rages and those of her boyfriends—though that’s a piss poor term for people you sleep with for booze money.”

      “Oh, Quinn.” Devra snuggled closer to his side, as if she could infuse him with some of her warmth. He could feel how cold and clammy his hands had gotten from talking about this stuff again.

      “No wonder you were so kind to us,” Trevon said. “You know, a lot of people were aware of our situation and probably felt bad, but no one helped us like you did. No one offered us a way to make ourselves whole and independent again. You’ve never once judged us or our situations.”

      Quinn nodded, swallowing hard. “I didn’t really think of it like that, but yeah, I know what it’s like to be poor and fighting to make it through another day. How you start to lose hope that things could ever change.”

      He didn’t say it out loud, but people could only take so much. There came a point where any rational person would consider if it was better to end things than to keep going on like you were when you were suffering daily.

      “It can take a long time to get past something like that. To build a new life and learn to stand on your own. Even with people who support you and give you as much patience, understanding, and opportunity as they can afford. I thought I was there.” Quinn cleared his throat.

      Opening up to Devra and Trevon in the bedroom, and now rehashing his past…well, that was bringing back a lot of emotions he thought he’d buried. He was terrified of being left alone again.

      “How did you finally escape so you could start over?” Devra asked.

      “My brother Roman had it worse when he was a kid. A bunch of broken bones from beatings, but our mother got smarter after he ran away. Like I said, she kept me locked in when she wasn’t around so I couldn’t leave, even if she hadn’t brainwashed me into believing I had to stay. There are fancy terms for this bullshit that I learned in the counseling Tom and Roman made me go to, but let’s be honest. I was a kid. She was my mom. The one person who’s supposed to take care of you. She mostly hurt me in ways that couldn’t be so easily called out and held against her. Ways that didn’t require institutionalized medical attention, which gets documented for minors.”

      It was one of the reasons the abuse had continued so long. They had neighbors who hadn’t even known he existed. Hell, Roman hadn’t even had a clue of Quinn’s existence. He’d been like a sad, lonely ghost haunting the attic of that house.

      Trevon punched his thigh, making Quinn wince. “It’s okay. It was a long time ago and the kid I was has been gone for years. Because Roman found me. He saw me in the window one day and refused to leave me behind. He busted down the door of our mother’s house. She came home when he was trying to convince me that we were family and that I’d be safe with him. I didn’t believe him at first. Couldn’t wrap my brain around the possibility it was true. Fuck, I almost got him killed for his efforts. There were shots fired and he had to run. I thought I’d lost any chance I had, but he—and Tom and the rest of the Hot Rods…”

      Quinn’s throat started to tighten. His eyes closed and his nose burned with pent up grief.

      “They rescued you.” Devra couldn’t get close enough by his side, so she straddled him, sat on his lap facing him and wrapped her arms around him. Trevon hugged him, too. They surrounded him with strength he didn’t have right then, lending him some of their own.

      “Roman came back for me.” Quinn couldn’t stop the single tear from escaping the corner of his eye. “He came back.”

      Devra was stroking his hair, whispering reminders to him that he was safe and everything was okay. But was it really?

      He shook his head, opening his eyes and taking in concerned gazes from both Trevon and Devra. “If we keep doing this, I’m going to fall for you both. If what we’re doing helps fix what’s broken between you and you don’t need me anymore, that’s okay. I understand. I came into this knowing you two were already a unit. I want what’s best for you, no matter what. But I’ve got to look out for myself, too. There’s no one else to do it for me.”

      “You’re scared,” Devra murmured.

      Quinn nodded and groaned. He might as well put it all out there at this point. “What if I lose you? What if I end up alone again?”

      “You won’t,” Trevon promised. He was still clutching Quinn’s hand like he didn’t plan to let go anytime soon. Or maybe ever. “We want to look out for you, too.”

      “Like you’ve done for us,” Devra agreed. “No relationship is guaranteed. But even if we stop sleeping together, I swear we’ll be there for you. You’re a part of our lives now, part of our family, for good.”

      Quinn felt selfish and a little embarrassed for getting so upset. It wasn’t like he had no one. He had Roman, Gavyn, and the rest of his Hot Rods and Hot Rides family. But he wanted to be more than the runt of the litter. He wanted to start his own clan, starting with a partner or partners who were strong enough to stand by his side for life.

      Mostly he was petrified that he’d found exactly that and he didn’t want to blow it.

      “If we’re going to keep doing this, it has to be about more than simple sex.” Devra looked at Quinn and Trevon. “I care about you both. It’s already too late for me. You hear what I’m saying?”

      Both of the guys nodded. Devra was braver than both of them to admit it so easily.

      Quinn stood up, then set Devra on her feet even as Trevon got to his beside them. He grabbed them each by the hand and pulled them back up the hill.

      “Where are you taking us?” Devra asked with a sly smile that was outrageous given how well he’d fucked her earlier.

      “We’re going home.” He marched straight for his house and hoped they realized that he meant they’d be staying together at his place. Now, their place. For the foreseeable future.

      Sharing their lives, not only his bed.

      He prayed this wasn’t the dumbest decision he’d made yet. It would wound him a hell of a lot more than some broken bones if he lost Trevon and Devra now.
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      Devra kicked back in the swivel chair that had become her outpost in the Hot Rides office over the past several weeks. It had been almost a month since the day she and Quinn had sex in the garage and everything had changed between the three of them.

      It was the first time in years, maybe ever, she could remember feeling so…peaceful and relaxed. Comfortable in her own skin and where she was in life. She had a best friend who was her husband and another who was her lover. Plus, she’d spent a lot of time with the Hot Rods ladies, who supported her as she figured out how to navigate the complex relationship they’d landed themselves in.

      They were back on track with their savings and financial goals. Someday not too long from now, they’d be able to afford the legal and filing fees for her green card. They even had a consultation scheduled for two weeks from now with a lawyer Tom had recommended.

      Trevon had asked her last night if she still had dreams of finishing school and opening her restaurant. Those had been impossible not too long ago. She’d let them wither and die because it was less painful than constantly being upset that they were out of reach.

      And now…both Quinn and Trevon had revived those aspirations and helped her believe that anything was possible. She figured it was true what people said… If you gave up when everything was miserable, you’d stay at your lowest point and never find your way to a better place.

      She smiled as she watched Quinn and Trevon collaborating on some of the few remaining details of the Indian restoration. Sally had dropped off the fuel tank, fenders, and some other stuff Devra didn’t know the names for, freshly painted. The woman was as talented as she was a good friend. The bike looked clean, fresh, and definitely less than eighty years old while maintaining its original design and style.

      Trevon was going to look so good riding it. He’d be grinning as he remembered the badass his pop had once been and followed in his footsteps or tire tracks. Especially if he had Quinn riding next to him. They made her mouth dry and other parts of her wet without even trying. Not only because they were sexy, but because they were competent, kind, and untamed.

      She was willing to admit to herself after living together with them these past weeks that she loved them.

      Both of them. And she was pretty sure the feeling was mutual by the way they looked at her and touched her. This had been the hottest summer of her life and it had barely gotten started.

      Damn. She shifted in her chair.

      Devra had to distract herself, so she picked up the appointment book Gavyn and Quinn had relied on for so long and started inputting some of their chicken scratch into the simple program Amber had installed on the shop computer. The woman was a business guru, so it must have killed her that her husband refused to implement a lot of her suggestions, until now.

      Amber had thanked her and full-on kissed her on the cheek when Devra had offered to help the guys get their shit together. It wasn’t like she had anything better to do, while Amber was busy running her own company. Besides, it gave her ideas about how to organize her restaurant…someday.

      “What’re you up to in here?” Quinn asked as he dropped off his notes on the service he’d performed. She’d type it up for him so the customer could actually read what it was he was charging them for.

      “You know, just tidying up after you guys.” She shook her head. “The usual.”

      “Hey, I’ll have you know I’m very neat.” Quinn crossed his arms with mock offense.

      It was true—he kept his house spotless, and his tools were organized as well as a surgeon’s instruments. She pointed to the garage bay through the large glass window separating the spaces. “Maybe out there. Not in here.”

      “This is bullshit paperwork.” He waved it off.

      She laughed. “Then I guess it’s a good thing you have me.”

      “Do I have you?” he asked. Slivers of his insecurity showed through every once in a while. She and Trevon were doing their best to prove to him that they weren’t going to abandon him. He was part of them now, at least as far as she was concerned.

      “You do.” She stood then and put her arms up around his neck.

      His hands flew to her waist, keeping her steady and close.

      Behind him, Trevon had glanced over as if he had some kind of sexdar. He grinned and flashed her a thumbs-up. So Devra went onto her tiptoes and kissed Quinn sweetly.

      No hurry. No desperation.

      Only gentle, reassuring affection. She and Trevon had conspired to show him over and over that they cared. Maybe soon he would realize what he was coming to mean to them.

      Lost in the sweet kiss, she didn’t hear any approaching vehicles. The jingle of the bell on the door startled her. She broke apart from Quinn with a lurch that left him holding nothing in his hands. He blinked, his eyes filling with sorrow.

      She’d have to fix that later. After she dealt with the customer.

      A man stood on the welcome mat, thick arms crossed, legs spread apart as he shot them a disapproving frown from his craggy better-days face. The disgust in his stare was apparent.

      Devra decided to ignore it and added extra politeness to her voice when she said, “Hello. How can I help you?”

      “Where’s Gavyn?” he barked.

      Okay, rude. But whatever. “I’m sorry, sir. He’s not available right now. May I take a message?”

      His beady black eyes narrowed. “What kind of accent is that?”

      Devra paused. “Excuse me?”

      “I know a sand monkey when I see one. I come to this shop because the guys who own it are red-blooded Americans and I can be sure I’m giving my hard-earned cash to good people. Guess not anymore. Fucking traitors.”

      Shock caused her knees to bend and she plopped back into the office chair at the front desk. Sure, some ignorant people had shunned her and mistreated her in more subtle and hurtful ways since she’d been in this country. But rarely before had she faced such blatant and barefaced hate on sight or sound simply for where she came from.

      “You won’t be coming to Hot Rides for jack shit anymore.” Quinn stepped in front of Devra. He planted his boots in a wide-set stance. The silver skull ring on his finger glinted in the sunlight when he balled his hands into fists. His tattoos seemed to come alive as the muscles beneath them bunched and flexed. “You’re not welcome here. I suggest you leave before I do something we’re both going to regret.”

      About that time, Trevon opened the shop door. “Is everything okay?”

      “No,” Quinn and Devra said in unison.

      “This fuckface was about to leave.” Quinn pointed toward the door, but the guy couldn’t resist one final parting shot.

      “It’s illegals like you taking all the jobs in Middletown.” The man shook his head, revulsion twisting his features into something so ugly Devra could hardly stand to look at him. “What a shame. I thought this place was better than that.”

      “What the fuck did you just say to my wife?” Trevon snarled as he advanced, stopped only by Quinn putting a hand on his chest and keeping him at bay.

      The man looked at Trevon’s ring finger, then to Devra. “Figures she’s yours. Do you know your boss man is taking his fill of her, too?”

      And that was all Quinn could stomach, apparently.

      “Get the fuck out of here, you racist, closed-minded asshole.” Quinn grabbed the man by the collar of his plaid shirt and hauled him to the front door, which he kicked open before flinging the man out into the parking lot.

      The man tripped over his brown construction boots and landed on his ass. He scrambled to his feet, but slunk away instead of coming back for more.

      “It says a lot when you’d rather have people like them than people like me in your establishment. I’ll be leaving a review that says so on all the internet sites, too. You’ll be lucky if I don’t sue you for putting your hands on me.” The guy dusted himself off as he rose. He spit on the ground before climbing into his pickup truck and squealing out of the driveway.

      Devra deflated. Pure adrenaline and indignation melted into fear, agony, and embarrassment.

      “Fuck. I’m sorry.” Quinn turned and rushed to Devra.

      Trevon was there, too. He lifted her from the chair and wrapped her in his arms. Of course he understood. He’d faced people’s groundless revulsion himself plenty. It was one of the things that had attracted them to each other. They understood what it was like to be…other.

      She hadn’t realized she was trembling until she was sandwiched between the solid bodies of Quinn and Trevon. They held her and rocked her until her shock turned into grief. No matter how hard she worked or what the circumstances were, there were people in the world who would mistreat her simply because of where she’d been born, or Trevon because of the color of his skin.

      Fuck that. They weren’t worth less than anyone else.

      Even though she knew that, it was still hard not to sometimes listen to those lies. Today was one thing, blatant and easier to dismiss despite the shock and pain the encounter had caused. Other times it was more subtle and ultimately more painful.

      These beliefs were so ingrained in people’s subconscious that they didn’t always even realize they were adhering to them. Instead, they ignored the suffering of their fellow human beings, blaming the victim for their unfortunate situation instead of circumstances. Having lived on both sides of the fence, Devra knew what a difference head starts and privileges she’d taken for granted before made.

      Quinn hadn’t had exactly the same experiences, but he’d never turned a blind eye to their suffering. He’d offered her and Trevon a hand up so they could be productive. He’d invited them into his life as surely as Trevon and his family had welcomed Devra alone.

      One day, maybe their love and compassion—and that of others like them—would outshine the shadows in the world. But until then, she was glad to have the sanctuary of these two men’s open arms to take shelter in.

      “Fuck this.” Quinn seemed as overwhelmed as she felt. “We’re taking the rest of the day off. Let’s go home so I can remind you both what I love about you.”

      Devra’s heart skipped a beat and Trevon’s arms twitched against her. She looked up at him and flashed him a watery smile. It was happening. They were becoming one unit like they’d hoped they would.

      Together, the three of them could face the world, including the ugly parts.
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      Devra breathed deep, enjoying the scent of the woods surrounding Hot Rides and the wildflowers that were in full bloom in the tall grass at the edge of the trees. It was beautiful, tranquil, and definitely her happy place.

      Hot Rides had become her happy place.

      Anywhere Trevon and Quinn were would be fine, but this…this was paradise.

      She took her time strolling down the long, winding driveway to the mailbox. It was another one of those daily rituals she’d taken on to make herself feel useful. As she passed by Gavyn and Amber’s house, she noticed the other woman standing out on the porch, so she waved.

      “I’ve got some tea brewing,” Amber called. “Fresh doughnuts, too. Stop by on your way back if you want.”

      “Of course I want!” Devra laughed and picked up the pace a bit.

      She made it to the cluster of three black boxes with flames painted down the side—courtesy of Sally, she was sure—and opened the door for Hot Rides. She scooped out bills, catalogs, and coupons before moving on to Gavyn and Amber’s. Might as well since she was already there and planning to hang out and chat with Amber for a while.

      Next she opened Quinn’s. They only had one address for the two cottages, but it didn’t matter because she and Trevon never got any mail anyway. The cottages had solar power and were hooked into water and sewer through the garage, so they paid their share of the utilities directly to Gavyn. They hadn’t lived there long enough to get their own junk mail either.

      So it surprised her when a crisp business envelope in Quinn’s box had her name on it.

      What the hell?

      She glanced at the return address and saw an official-looking seal along with the words US Immigration and Customs Enforcement. Suddenly, her appetite for strawberry-filled doughnuts vanished.

      The letter flapped in her shaking hands, making it harder to rip open the back of the envelope. But when she did and pulled it out, she began to read.

      All the other mail she’d been clutching in the crook of her left arm fluttered to the ground and scattered. She went numb from head to toe. For a second, she considered running. Where would she go?

      She had nowhere, nothing, and nobody else but Hot Rides, Quinn, and Trevon.

      So her feet began to move, then move faster. Before she knew it, she was sprinting with the poor letter crumpled in her pumping fist.

      “Devra!” Amber shouted as she raced past, but she didn’t stop to explain. Couldn’t really since she didn’t understand what it meant.

      So she kept going to the only safe harbor she knew.

      The familiar whir of power tools drifted toward her as she approached the shop. Even that comforting noise couldn’t calm her racing heart right then.

      “Trevon!” she shouted as she neared. “Quinn!”

      The guys came running out to meet her, their long legs making quicker work of closing the gap between them than hers. From the door of the office, even Gavyn poked his head out to see what the ruckus was all about. They’d been on edge since that hostile customer had verbally assaulted her.

      Trevon and Quinn intercepted her on the lawn, frowns and concern clouding their handsome faces. She couldn’t even breathe enough to explain the problem.

      “What’s going on?” Trevon asked.

      “Letter. From Immigration.” Devra thrust it out so he could read it and explain to Quinn, too.

      “They’ve scheduled a mandatory interview with her.” Trevon scanned it again as if reading it a second time would change the ominous tone and sick feeling those words planted in her gut and probably his as well.

      “But…you didn’t resubmit her green card application yet, did you?” Quinn double-checked, although they’d talked about their intended timeline the night before.

      Trevon shook his head. “We almost have enough. A few more weeks, probably, before I’ll have the fee. I’m sorry.”

      She hugged him in an attempt to smother his remorse, then said, “I know. We’re working on it. But…then, why? Why do they want to talk to me? Why not us together? Have we waited too long to apply? Did I break some rule we don’t know about?”

      “Fuck! I don’t think so, but I’m not sure. The laws are complicated as fuck. As far as I know, there’s not a time limitation. But I’ve been wrong before.” Trevon started pacing, his brow furrowed as he read the letter again and again, just like she had.

      No matter how much he stared at it, he wouldn’t find the answer to their questions. She hadn’t.

      “It’s probably nothing, guys.” Quinn stepped between them and grabbed each of them by the wrist. He pulled them together and put his arms around them both. “I hate to see you freaking out like this over a stupid letter.”

      “If something’s wrong…these days…” Trevon cursed. “They could send her home. Deport her. And we wouldn’t be able to do shit about it. People, like that fuckwad that came in here a few weeks ago, they’re stirring up misplaced aggression, and innocent survivors like Devra are paying the price. This is bad. Really bad.”

      “Devra’s not going anywhere,” Quinn promised Trevon, his voice steely. Then he looked down at her. “You’re not going anywhere. Neither of you are.”

      “I have a bad feeling about this, too,” Devra said around the lump in her throat that was threatening to cut off her breath. “Something’s not right.”

      “Okay. Here’s what we’ll do: I’m going to talk to Alanso. He’s dealt with this stuff before. He’s from Cuba and his mom had…issues with the process. He knows a lot about this shit. Maybe he even knows of a lawyer we can hire.” Quinn was too busy finding a solution to notice Devra and Trevon’s faces falling.

      “We can’t afford—” Devra began before Quinn cut her off with a kiss. It was desperate and hard, but it kept her from saying it.

      “We can.” He gestured between the three of them. “You are my people now, like you keep saying that I’m yours. I will fight for you as hard as anyone else I consider my family. Like Roman fought for me. I’m going to call.”

      Devra wanted to believe him. Except she knew that no matter how hard he battled, he couldn’t possibly win against the government or popular opinion. If they kicked her out, she’d have to go.

      She’d lose Trevon, Quinn, her happy place, and—quite possibly—her life.
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      Quinn flew along the twisty road that linked Hot Rides and Hot Rods. He set a new personal best time for traveling the distance between the shops. Panic clawed at him. Things had been going so well, he should have known it couldn’t last.

      He pulled up to the garage, skidding the last few feet, and jumped off his motorcycle practically before he’d come to a complete stop. With his stomach in knots, he strode into the shop and looked around frantically for his brother.

      “Hey Quinnigans.” Nola smiled and meandered closer with her arms open for a hug.

      He needed one, but he was afraid to take it in case he lost his shit. So he backed away and shook his head. “Where’s Roman?”

      “He went for a ride with Carver. Probably getting a BJ on the side of the road somewhere. They should be back soon.” She started to catch on to his agitation. “Everything okay?”

      “I don’t know.” He tugged on his hair. “Alanso then. I need Al.”

      “He commandeered that empty room in the back corner for a welding lesson with Wren.” Nola winced. “Enter at your own risk. They were super geeked up and wearing all kinds of protective gear. They mentioned the threat of setting yourself on fire if you bug them.”

      “It’s kind of an emergency.” At least it felt that way to him. He’d love to be wrong, though.

      Nola frowned then. “Should I round everyone up?”

      Quinn nodded. He needed his family. The only people who’d never left him.

      “It’s going to be okay. Whatever it is.” Nola put her hand on his forearm and squeezed. “We’re here for you.”

      Except it wasn’t himself he was most concerned about.

      He jogged to the back room and through a shower of sparks. Wren Asbery, the best and finest welder in the entire state, was huddled over a piece of aluminum, face shield firmly in place as she mentored Alanso, who was practicing. Specialty welding—stainless and aluminum—was a skill they paid her very well for from time to time.

      They’d talked about bringing someone in-house to be a dedicated resource but hadn’t found the right fit yet. If only Wren would take them up on their offer to come work for Hot Rods and Hot Rides, they wouldn’t have to spend time learning how to do it half as well as she did.

      Quinn waved his arms. Wren noticed and tapped Alanso on the shoulder. He stopped and turned to figure out what had interrupted his lesson. They both stood upright when they saw Quinn standing there like the hot mess he was at that moment.

      Wren had nearly a foot on Alanso in height, though she probably weighed less than the Hot Rods’ engine expert. Where Alanso was dark, thanks to his Cuban genes, Wren was like an iconic angel. Maybe one of those kind of scary avenging angels, though. She had long, platinum blond hair and eyes that were the lightest gray possible. They seemed to spear into Quinn as soon as she flipped up her face shield. “What’s wrong?”

      Was it that obvious?

      Alanso whipped off his mask as well. The smile that had crossed his face on seeing Quinn faded fast.

      “I need a lawyer,” Quinn said. “A fucking good one.”

      “What the hell did you do?” Alanso’s question came out dripping extra thick in his accent.

      “It’s not for me. It’s for Devra.” Quinn took the letter from his pocket and handed it to Alanso. “She got this today and it’s scaring the shit out of us. Do you understand what could be happening?”

      Alanso read it out loud so that Wren was up to speed, too. “I think you’re right, kid. You need a lawyer.”

      “Hang on.” Wren’s lips twisted in disgust. “I think I can do one better than that. I know an ICE agent who’s assigned to this regional office. And he owes me about ten billion favors.”

      “Sexual favors?” Alanso teased.

      Wren smacked him on the back of his bald head. “Hardly.”

      However, the way she said it…Quinn wasn’t sure she was telling the truth. He didn’t give a fuck if she slept with goats so long as she could help Devra. “Please call him. I’ll meet him anywhere, anytime. I need to know why she’s being summoned in like this and what we’re up against.”

      Wren used her teeth to remove her fireproof gloves, then fished in the zipped pocket of her welding apron and withdrew her cellphone. For a man she didn’t sleep with, she sure had her agent friend on a pretty easy-to-access speed dial. In less than five seconds, she said, “Jordan, I need you out at Hot Rods on the southeast side of Middletown.”

      She was quiet as the guy responded. Then she said, “Okay. See you in twenty.”

      Quinn and Alanso looked at each other, then at the tall, classy-looking blonde woman.

      “Those must have been like anal-level favors,” Alanso said with a laugh.

      Wren sighed. “I wish it was something as simple as that. Something he could take back or make right.”

      “Sorry.” Alanso laid off her. They all had their histories around here.

      To pass the time they tried to talk about shop stuff in an attempt to distract Quinn. But all that happened was that he ended up pacing the back room and telling Alanso, Wren, and anyone else who showed up about how awesome Devra and Trevon were and the cool things they’d been up to lately.

      It had been a while since he’d come home and debriefed his friends.

      The entire time he rambled, more and more of the Hot Rods filled the room until they were all there. Roman came running in right around the time Eli asked quietly, “When were you going to tell us you’ve fallen in love with Devra?”

      He shrugged.

      “Her husband, too?” Roman asked as he stepped closer and flung one arm around Quinn to draw him close.

      He nodded.

      “We’ll do everything we can to protect her, if it comes to that,” Sally promised. She herself had escaped a cult. And she’d gotten close to Devra over the past month or so. She knew what was at stake here.

      Long before twenty minutes had passed, a slender man with close-cropped dark hair who was even taller than Wren marched up the driveway from an intentionally non-descript black, unmarked car. He flashed his badge at Holden, the first person he saw in the garage, and whipped off his mirrored sunglasses. “Agent Mikalski. I’m looking for Wren Asbery.”

      “I’m here, Jordan,” she called to her…frenemy? Lover?

      A man didn’t come running that quick unless he had some pretty strong feelings.

      “Are you okay?” He scanned her from head to toe. His initial concern turned to blatant appreciation as he took in her rugged clothes, which contrasted with her appearance in every possible way.

      “Fine. But him…That’s Quinn, and he’s got problems.” She pointed, then took the letter from him and crossed to Agent Mikalski. “The woman’s husband works for Quinn. She got this in the mail today. What does it mean?”

      The agent glanced at the form letter and digested it faster than anyone else. Maybe he’d seen similar ones before. He frowned. “Let me make a few calls.”

      Tom and Ms. Brown hovered protectively near Quinn while they waited for the results. He had chewed his nail nearly to the quick before Ms. Brown put her hand over his and guided it away from his mouth. Agent Mikalski came back into the room then, his face grim.

      “Just say it,” Quinn told him. “Quick, before I puke.”

      “It seems someone sent an anonymous tip to the immigration abuse and fraud email address reporting Devra.” He cleared his throat. “You want to see the picture they took of you two making out as evidence, or was it memorable enough that you don’t need the reminder?”

      “Motherfucker!” Quinn knew exactly who it had been. That redneck piece of shit who’d gone on a rampage, spewing his prejudice all over the Hot Rides office.

      “It gets worse. In addition to that, they filed a report that said she’s working without a permit at Hot Rides motorcycle shop. I assume that’s where you employ Mr. Russell?”

      Quinn couldn’t hear anymore after that. His ears buzzed.

      “Hey.” Roman guided him to a folding chair and shoved his head between his knees. “Take a deep breath. Jesus, you’re too big to catch if you pass out.”

      When the stars faded from his vision, Quinn lifted his face toward the agent. “She isn’t working for Hot Rides, but she hangs out with us every day, so sometimes if the phone rings, she’ll grab it, or if a customer comes in but we’re busy in the garage she’ll say hello or ask them what they need. It’s instinct. It wasn’t a job or any shit like that.”

      “I’m not going to sugarcoat this.” Agent Mikalski stared directly at him. “It looks bad.”

      “She’s going to get taken away. From her husband. And me. And the life she’s building here. They’re going to send her back to the people and place that killed her father.” His mind reeled. Why hadn’t he considered the danger he was putting her in? “She’s going to suffer. Trevon will be crushed. The three of us will be destroyed. And it’s all my fault. Why do I always do this to the people I care about? I’m a fucking curse.”

      “Quinn…” Tom tried to approach him carefully, as if he were a rabid animal. As he should, since Quinn was volatile and on edge.

      “Can I ask…?” Agent Mikalski hesitated, looking toward Wren for guidance.

      “You can speak freely around them,” she told him. “They’re like us.”

      What the fuck did that mean? Quinn whipped his head toward Wren.

      She pointed to Eli, Alanso, and Sally. “Those three are married. The rest are coupled up, but there’s more between them all. I’ve spent enough time here to see it clearly. They’re polyamorous and have a special bond like we—”

      Wren snapped her mouth closed then and put her hands over it. Whatever it was that had been lost between her and Agent Mikalski gutted Quinn. He might be facing the same fate.

      Agent Mikalski tried to reach for her. She wrenched away from his touch, so he dropped his hand. Poor bastard. “Anyway… Are you saying that you weren’t cheating on Mrs. Russell’s husband and that the three of you have an equal, loving partnership?”

      “We’re working on it.” Quinn stood. He crossed his arms and spread his legs, daring the other guy to say something bad about it. “I love them. They love each other.”

      No one mentioned the third, missing piece of that equation.

      Did they love him? He wasn’t sure, but he hoped that if they didn’t yet, they might eventually.

      “Then the best strategy you have is to be honest.” Agent Mikalski shrugged.

      “Jordan, what are the odds of that working?” Wren looked like she wanted to curse him out or maybe punch him. Quinn had never seen her angry before. “People don’t understand. They judge. And terrible things like this happen because of it. Soul mates are torn apart.”

      “I didn’t say it’s a good chance. I said it’s the best tactic,” Agent Mikalski shot her a glance full of compassion and longing. “Look, I can’t promise anything. Wren’s right, this is going to be a touchy situation. I’ll see who I can talk to and what shifts I can swap so I can be the agent who interviews Mrs. Russell. At the very least, I’ll try to make sure the person assigned to her case is someone who supports LGBTQ rights. Polyamory isn’t recognized or protected by the law, though. So it’s going to be a judgment call. Down to the day and the person and whatever other damning evidence they might have against Mrs. Russell by then. Let’s be honest, in the current political climate I’m not exactly a favorite among my fellow agents and bosses—some of whom were appointed by this administration. But I’ll do my best to help.”

      “Thank you, Jordan,” Wren said softly. It seemed for a moment like she might reach out to him to touch his hand or hug him. Then she thought better of it, slapped the visor on her welding helmet down, and jerked her head toward whatever she’d been working on with Alanso, beckoning him over.

      “Whatever you do,” Agent Mikalski told Quinn then. “The three of you have to have your shit figured out before that appointment. If there’s one bit of uncertainty or inconsistency to her story, she’ll be gone. No doubt. Make sure she knows how you feel about her and that it’s mutual, or you’ll have to abandon this plan and come up with something else, although that photo is pretty damning. I don’t know that there’s any other defense that has even the pathetic likelihood of working that this approach does.”

      Quinn nodded. It was time to bare his heart to Devra and Trevon and figure out if they thought he was worth gambling their future on. Unfortunately, they’d already done so without realizing it.

      “Another thing...” The agent stepped closer to Quinn and lowered his voice. “If you can help them out so they can file for her green card and change her status immediately that would be the best insurance you have against this ever happening again.”

      “I will. Thank you.” Quinn shook the agent’s hand a little harder than he’d intended. Adrenaline and terror still coursed through him. “Money was an issue, but I’ll take care of it. I’ll do anything for them.”

      “Must be nice.” Agent Mikalski looked over Quinn’s shoulder at Wren with a sad smile, as if he was snapping a mental photo that he could take out later and look at in the dark of night. “Could you do something for me?”

      “Of course.” Quinn didn’t care what request the agent made, he would see that it was done.

      “Keep an eye out for Wren. Look after her like you would Mrs. Russell.” Agent Mikalski winced, then put his mirrored sunglasses on. “I hope you never find out, kid, what it’s like when you’re not able to do that for the one you love.”

      “I swear I will. For that matter, I’ve been trying to hire her on at Hot Rides for a while now. I’ll try harder,” he promised.

      “She’s worth twice whatever you offered her.” Agent Mikalski nodded, turned on his heel, then strode to his car. He hadn’t put those sunglasses on fast enough to hide the agony in his eyes from Quinn. But Quinn wouldn’t have needed to see it to feel it radiating off the man in painful waves.

      Please God, don’t let that be me after Devra’s appointment.
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      “Hey Ollie, it’s Trevon. From Hot Rides.” He tried to sound casual when he felt anything but. “How’s it going?”

      “Another day, another trash heap.” Ollie laughed. “What’s up?”

      “The bike is ready. Did you have any bites?” Trevon said it fast, just got it out there so he couldn’t chicken out. Pop would understand. He’d loved Devra even if he met her for the first time every day.

      “Sort of. I thought I had one guy on the hook. Except he could only come up with forty-eight grand cash,” Ollie said. “Don’t worry, though, it’s worth what you’re asking and then some. We’ll find the right person.”

      “I don’t have that kind of time.” Trevon drew a deep breath, then said, “Get him on the phone. Tell him it’s a deal if he can put the money in my bank account before the end of business today.”

      “What the…” Ollie sounded as if he’d taken the phone away from his ear and was staring at it like Trevon was crazy.

      “I don’t have time to explain. Please. It’s important.” Trevon couldn’t bear to think what his damn error and waiting this long to sell the motorcycle might have cost Devra already.

      “Okay. Give me five. I’ll call you back with his answer.” Ollie muttered under his breath as he disconnected.

      Trevon hung up the shop phone, then wandered over to the Indian. He settled on the cushy new seat and stroked the fuel tank, saying his last goodbyes. It felt like letting go of his pop all over again.

      Better that than having to watch Devra be ripped away from him. And Quinn.

      The instant the phone rang, he lunged for it. “Hot Rides.”

      “It’s done. You’ll have the money in an hour or so,” Ollie said. “I hope whatever you needed that cash for was worth it.”

      “It is. Thanks, Ollie. I really owe you one.” Trevon ended the call before he could get emotional.

      He looked back at the bike one last time, then turned off the lights in the garage.

      When he turned to leave, Quinn was standing right in front of him, his face pale and his eyes crinkled at the corners as if he was in pain. “What did you do?”

      “What I had to.” Trevon shrugged as if it was no big deal when his heart felt like it had been ripped from his chest. “I sold Pop’s bike.”

      He couldn’t decide if he should be miserable or doing cartwheels at the moment.

      “Why?” Quinn grabbed the phone. “Call him back. Tell him the deal’s off. I’ve got this. You don’t have to give up the Indian to save Devra. I’ll cover the legal fees, assuming we can get things straightened out tomorrow.”

      “She’s my wife. I can take care of her.” Trevon tried not to be insulted. He knew Quinn was only attempting to help, but at some point he wanted to be able to provide for the woman he loved. Hell, for the man he loved, too. Even if Quinn didn’t need his assistance now, he might someday.

      Quinn backed up a step and then another. He’d already been on the verge of a meltdown when he’d left earlier. It looked like Trevon had unintentionally triggered him, shoving him into an abyss filled with bad memories and emotional scars. “I guess you’re right. It was wrong of me to assume I had any claim over either of you. You’re married. I’m just the guy you fuck on the side.”

      “What the hell did you say?” Oh shit. Now they’d done it. Devra must have heard them shouting and run over from the cottage. She prowled toward them with her hands on her hips. She might have been small, but she was no one to mess around with.

      Trevon felt like he needed to fix things before they got even more out of control. “Devra, calm down. It’s my fault. I keep fucking up. I didn’t mean it like that, Quinn. Not at all. It’s just that I caused all of this. I put Devra in this situation because I messed up her application.”

      Of course Devra and Quinn both rushed to reassure him. Except then Quinn stopped short of telling him everything would be fine.

      “Guys.” Quinn cleared his throat. “I have some bad news. It’s worse than the simple stuff.”

      He straightened his spine, then told them the facts about what Agent Mikalski had discovered and the fraud claims that had been filed against Devra.

      “So it really was because of me.” Trevon doubled over clutching his knees. “I was curious. If she hadn’t been generous and willing to experiment so that I would finally know for sure…none of this would have happened.”

      Devra gasped. “Trevon, that’s ridiculous. This all started because I couldn’t handle feeling useless and I was too afraid to ask for what I wanted—you. As my husband, in every sense of the word. Along the way I discovered something I needed that I hadn’t even known about before. At the end of the day, nothing we’ve done is wrong. Nothing violates the intent of the law. It’s just not written for people like us.”

      “Agent Mikalski said that right there is your best argument at your interview. You’ll have to convince them that we have something special. Something equal to a traditional marriage. Something that’s not sordid or clandestine. They’ll need to understand that Trevon is aware and onboard with it.”

      “That won’t be hard. Each of us has made sacrifices and mistakes. And we’re all willing to give each other grace and forgiveness at our own expense.” Devra smiled at Trevon and Quinn. “That’s how I know for sure.”

      “Know what?” Quinn asked.

      “That we love each other.” Despite the gravity of the situation, her smile outshone the stars beginning to twinkle overhead.

      “I do,” Quinn promised, and held his hands out to them. “I love you both.”

      “Same.” Trevon took Quinn’s hand and held his out to Devra.

      “Not only do I love you both, but I’m in love with you, too.” Devra sighed. “That’s not something I thought I’d be lucky enough to experience once, never mind twice, in my lifetime. So even if it was only for a little while, I’m grateful.”

      She took their hands, completing the circle.

      “If it has to be that way…if they make you leave, I’ll come with you,” Trevon told her. “You’re not going to be on your own again.”

      Quinn made an oomph sound as if someone had punched him in the stomach.

      Trevon wondered if Quinn would be able to walk away from Hot Rides, Hot Rods, and the only family that had ever stood by him to chase Devra and Trevon halfway around the world. He was noble enough to try it. Except Trevon knew that whether he stayed or followed, he’d always be torn in two.

      Besides, Devra wasn’t having any of that anyway. “No. Trevon, promise you won’t. Look what happened to my father. He was far less controversial than you would be in my society. No. Quinn needs you. And we promised we’d never leave him. If I can’t keep my word, I want you to do it for me. It will make things bearable if I’m sure the two of you are happy and together.”

      Trevon started to argue. Quinn stopped him and said, “We’re not going to agree on this. So let’s hope it doesn’t come to that. I don’t want to waste tonight fighting. I’d rather spend it loving you both.”

      Trevon could agree to that.

      So they did.
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      Quinn, Trevon, and Devra stood down the street from the government building in the next larger city over from Middletown. The guys were dressed in suits they’d had to borrow from friends, since they figured ripped jeans and oil-stained shirts probably wouldn’t help them appear more respectable than they actually were, while Devra wore a simple, modest black dress. She’d pulled her hair up into a bun and applied enough neutral-toned makeup to feel at her best without going over the top and looking too done up.

      It was absolutely crazy to her that someone’s first impression of them might determine the entire course of her future. But that was a reality they had to face.

      Mr. Ribold, the immigration lawyer Alanso had recommended and Trevon had retained, trailed a few steps behind them. He kind of frightened her, which she figured was a good thing in this situation. He was stern, direct, and intelligent.

      Mr. Ribold had been briefed, and though he wasn’t sure how much he could assist, he’d agreed to come with them that morning. He damn well better, since Trevon had already sacrificed Pop’s bike for the man’s help.

      It was another weight added to her growing burden of guilt. She was hurting people she loved just by being. She had nothing to do with the war raging in her country, yet the evil tendrils radiating out from the conflict were wrapping around even more blameless people here and pulling them into the trouble as surely as they’d ensnared her father.

      Devra clutched her stomach, then smoothed out her dress for the thousandth time.

      Two minutes early, Agent Mikalski appeared at their meeting point. He introduced himself to Devra, Trevon, and their lawyer, shaking their hands. “Are you ready for this?”

      “No.” She bit her lip. “But I’m prepared to lay myself bare and hope it’s enough.”

      “Should Trevon and I stay with you guys or wait outside?” Quinn asked.

      “What do you want to get out of today?” Agent Mikalski stared at Quinn, as if telling him not to be stupid.

      “I want to show whoever determines what happens to my family that we are in a committed, loving relationship, even if that doesn’t look like an old-fashioned, government-recognized marriage. I’ll do anything to reduce the risk of Devra being deported. I love her and Trevon.”

      Devra and Trevon smiled warmly, first at each other, then at Quinn. Devra said, “That’s what we want, too. Please let them come with me. If I have to go…I want to spend every last minute with them I can.”

      “And if the decision is to send you away?” Agent Mikalski asked, and Devra got the feeling it was some sort of test. She didn’t blame him for his mini-interrogation. After all, it was his ass—and career—on the line, too.

      “Then at least I know they’ll have each other. It’s most important to me that they’re okay.” Devra sniffed. “I’ll be fine.”

      Judging by their deadpan faces, they all knew that was a lie. Both because her heart would never recover and because her country would be a toxic environment for her, especially if any hint of why she’d been deported was to be leaked. She wouldn’t last long back home.

      “I haven’t known your lovers long,” Agent Mikalski told Quinn. “But seeing you like this, having these discussions, is telling me everything I need to know. I took this job to be on the side of what’s right, and today I believe that’s keeping you together. So I’ll do what I can. Like I told you before, the best shot you have is to be completely honest and open. Let everyone who doubts your story see what I see right now.”

      Quinn drew a deep breath then exhaled. He took Devra’s hand in one of his and Trevon’s in the other. Together, they walked toward the monolithic marble building where their fate would be decided by strangers while Mr. Ribold marched one step behind, straightening his tie as if he was adjusting his armor for battle.

      “I’ll see you inside,” Agent Mikalski said, then disappeared.

      “He’s a little too good at that,” Devra said under her breath.

      When they reached the door, their lawyer held it open and ushered them inside. Devra shivered. Not only because of the overpowering air-conditioning and clinical, artificial light that wiped out the effects of the sunshine on her skin either.

      “We can do this,” Quinn said to no one in particular, probably trying to convince himself more than her and Trevon.

      After they went to the front desk, they were directed to a no-frills waiting room where the forty-five minutes they were delayed seemed like an eternity. Trevon tapped his toe, Quinn drummed his fingers on his leg, and Devra tried to look nonchalant when every instinct in her was screaming at her to flee.

      “Mrs. Russell?” a woman asked from the entry to a long interior hallway.

      Devra stood, and her guys did, too. They flanked her as they approached the stern woman. Devra smiled and said hello, but the woman didn’t respond. Instead, she motioned for Devra, Quinn, Trevon, and Mr. Ribold to follow her down the windowless corridor.

      They were shown into a bland beige room with a single crappy conference table and a one-way mirror on the wall. Though she hadn’t heard the door lock behind the woman who’d showed them in, Devra already felt like she was being held against her will. The walls closed in around her.

      Devra couldn’t wait for Agent Mikalski to come through the door. At least then she’d feel like they had someone on their side.

      Except when someone did join them—after another interminable half hour—it wasn’t Agent Mikalski.

      It was a balding man in an ill-fitting suit with a red tie that looked like it had been cinched too tight, putting his head in danger of popping right off. He hardly glanced at them as he mumbled his name, Agent Donaldson, before plopping into a chair across from them.

      He opened a folder and sifted through a few papers. One was a full-sheet copy of the picture of her and Quinn kissing. Another seemed to be a long letter, probably the complaint about her working at Hot Rides.

      For a moment, Devra wished Quinn and Trevon hadn’t talked back to that hateful bully that day. Except she knew combating stereotypes and preconceived notions—about her homeland, her customs, and just plain her—would be something she had to deal with for the rest of the time she spent in Quinn and Trevon’s world.

      Right now, she was growing more and more certain that might only be another five minutes. Her throat felt like it was closing and it was getting difficult to breathe the stale air, which stung her throat.

      Quinn looked to Mr. Ribold, who shook his head no, indicating they shouldn’t offer any excuses or talk before being asked direct questions. Devra felt like her neck was resting in a guillotine and she was waiting for the blade to drop.

      “Mrs. Russell, it seems we’ve invited you in today to discuss some information we’ve received that questions the validity of your marriage as well as testimony that you’re doing unauthorized work in this country.” Agent Donaldson droned on, as if he was only seeing the ink on the papers and not the living, breathing people in front of him.

      Devra looked at Trevon, memorizing every detail of him, and then she did the same to Quinn. This was going to be goodbye.

      “My client has not taken payment for any labor that violates her status.” Mr. Ribold translated her actions into legal jargon. “She has, on occasion, provided uncompensated assistance that would not constitute formal employment and she will not be doing so again from this point forward.”

      The agent grunted without even looking up from his folder. “Would you like to address the allegations of fraud relating to your marriage with Mr. Russell?” Agent Donaldson asked, this time meeting her gaze for a fleeting pass.

      “I would yes,” she said when Mr. Ribold began to reply for her. Like Agent Mikalski said, the only shot she had was to make this jaded bureaucrat understand what it was like to be her and to be in love, equally, with two people who complemented each other and made her life whole.

      “Go ahead.”

      “I love Trevon. Our marriage is true in every sense.” Ironically, it hadn’t been until they’d met Quinn. He was the thing that had bonded them, not broken them. She paused to look over at her husband, who smiled back at her, encouraging her to go on.

      “Then would you care to explain this?” The man placed the photo on the table and spun it toward her. “I tend to think it’s pretty undeniable evidence, especially since you’ve brought this man with you here today.”

      “It’s proof that I am capable of loving more than one person. A fact my husband understands and supports, as he also loves Quinn.” Devra sat straighter, daring the man to say it was untrue. He could have no ammunition against her statements because they were completely honest and accurate. The truth was her best and only defense.

      Mr. Ribold added on, “Recent changes to LGBTQ status recognition have set precedents that support the acceptance of non-traditional definitions of marriage. In this case, my client and her husband are engaged in a polyamorous relationship that includes Mr. Daily but does not detract from the sanctity of their marriage. Rather, it enhances it.”

      “Is that true?” Agent Donaldson asked Trevon.

      “Absolutely. Devra has never been unfaithful and our marriage is no sham. We love and support each other, including in our joint pursuit of Quinn.” Trevon leaned forward then and laid everything on the table, his heart included. “If you take Devra from me…from us…it will destroy us. We are upholding the spirit of the law by living—and loving—together, working to build a better life for the three of us in this country we love.”

      The agent made a few notes on the inside of the folder. He stood, tucking it beneath his arm. “I’m going to have to review this case with my boss, who is currently out to lunch. Until we can make a decision, I’d like to ask that Mrs. Russell come with me to a holding area. The rest of you may go.”

      “We’re not leaving her here in some glorified jail cell.” Quinn stood, planting his hands on the table. “She’s not a criminal or an animal. She hasn’t done anything wrong!”

      Mr. Ribold stood, too, telling Quinn to calm down and take his seat, which did no good whatsoever.

      “That’s not your decision to make, Mr. Daily.” The man tipped his chin up as if he enjoyed wielding what power he had over people he considered lesser-thans.

      “You’re tearing lives apart!” Trevon held his hands out, palms up. “Can’t you see that?”

      “I’m doing my job. Following the rules, as you should have.” Agent Donaldson tucked the folder closer to his chest. “The evidence in this case is straightforward.”

      Devra could see his mind was already made up.

      She was leaving.

      Forever.

      She got to her feet, too, tugging on Quinn’s arm until he turned toward her and clutched her to him as if she was a life ring and he was drowning. Trevon did the same from behind her.

      “I don’t want our last moments together to be ugly ones,” Devra whispered.

      While the guys were trying to comfort her, Devra was doing the same for her men.

      She turned and dragged Trevon down for one, sweet, lingering kiss and a few whispered words. From him, promising she would be okay and they would sort things out. From her, telling him that he’d already given her a lifetime of happiness rolled into the short time they’d shared.

      Then she turned to Quinn and did the same. She told him how much he’d impacted her life for the better and that she’d never forget what he’d done for them.

      It wasn’t nearly long enough to express to her two lovers everything she had in her heart, but it was all the time she would get to try.

      “Mrs. Russell, this way, please.” Agent Donaldson stood by the door and held his hand out, indicating she should walk deeper into the belly of the building, away from freedom.

      She couldn’t help looking over her shoulder a hundred times at Quinn and Trevon, who were standing in the hallway, defeated, shoulders slumped, watching her go.

      Every step she put between them felt like a hundred miles.

      Devra was still in shock when Agent Donaldson stuck her in a tiny room, hardly bigger than a closet, with a reinforced metal door. What was she, some kind of superhero who could escape a place like this?

      She wrapped her fingers around the cold metal, wondering how long she’d have to stay penned in. Already, she thought the confinement might drive her mad.

      There were no clocks and no windows. No way to tell how long it had been other than to count the seconds. When she got bored enough, Devra did exactly that. She made it over five thousand before a very ordinary woman came down the outside hall, then peered inside Devra’s cubby.

      “You understand how fucked you are, right?” the woman asked.

      “Yes.” Devra didn’t see any reason to deny it.

      “So don’t you dare take this for granted. And be more discreet in the future, please.” The woman opened the door, making Devra feel ten times lighter than she had while wondering if she would rot in there.

      “I’m free to go?” Devra asked, even though it sounded like a pipe dream.

      The woman smiled then. “It seems someone accidentally deleted the emails containing the evidence and complaints against you and the originals were prematurely shredded. Since they don’t exist, there’s nothing we can do about them.”

      Thank God for Agent Mikalski. He’d come through for them. Devra wondered if he’d been busy taking care of those things while his colleague was interrogating her. It was kind of genius.

      She’d have to remember to give him the biggest hug imaginable next time she saw him. In private, of course. They were going to have to be a lot more subtle about stuff like that from now on.

      Devra couldn’t believe it. She was going to walk out of this hellhole.

      “Do me one other favor?” the woman asked.

      “What?” Devra would do just about anything.

      “Tell Kaelyn at Hot Rods that Amanda says hi. Tell her I came down with a sudden case of look-the-other-way because I want to make up for some of the damage our fathers, their antiquated beliefs, and their political positions have done, including to her. I always felt bad about it. She’s a decent person.”

      “Ummm, I’ll try to remember all that.” Devra was having trouble processing anything except the prospect of freedom at the moment.

      The woman shrugged. “We’ve all got our struggles. Now get the hell out of here so you have one fewer to deal with. Take this too.”

      She held out a small envelope to Devra, who clasped it in her trembling hands. “What is it?”

      “Your status change documents and your green card. Someone told me to put a rush on them, and hopes you’ll forgive him or her for being absent. This was the only way he or she could think of to definitively protect you.”

      “Thank you,” Devra whispered, staring in awe.

      “You’re welcome. Even if you have scooped up two of the most eligible bachelors in Middletown for yourself.” The woman grinned then. It completely transformed her face.

      This still wasn’t coffee talk or time to make a new bestie.

      “Can I go now?” Devra asked, her skin crawling at her confinement even though she was grateful for this woman’s moral compass and her need to give her opponents the finger.

      “Yeah. I’m going to walk you out. If we pass anyone in the halls, don’t make eye contact and definitely do not respond to any snide comments or derogatory remarks that are made. Do not give them one single reason to put you back in here. If you do, it will be impossible for me or anyone else to get you out again.”

      “I understand.”

      Amanda stood and marched Devra to the front door of the building, ensuring no one harassed her before she could become a free woman again.

      She set her stare on the final turn that would take her to the lobby.

      Devra had one goal in mind—find her guys and make sure they could never be torn apart as they’d almost been that day.
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      Devra didn’t care about acting poised. She wasn’t.

      She smacked the bar on the front door and flung it open. That first breath of fresh air and the sunlight that fell on her face made her sure she never wanted to go back to being imprisoned—by her own beliefs, by her fears, by the opinions of others or by any government—ever again.

      She made a run for it. Without knowing where to go or how to get home, she ran.

      Devra sprinted across the stone courtyard and saw familiar faces. She headed toward them, ready to throw herself into Trevon and Quinn’s arms, except they were…arguing?

      What the hell? It was her worst nightmare. That they wouldn’t survive on their own. For a moment, she had a vision of what their lives might have been like if the past half hour had gone differently. She swore to make sure that never happened.

      Together, they would be perfectly balanced, and too strong to tear down.

      “Guys!” she shouted. They froze, then turned as one toward her.

      Their eyes lit up and their faces morphed from masks of rage and grief into ones of unadulterated joy. It was about that time that she flung herself toward them, knowing full well they would catch her.

      They did, surrounding her with their heat and strength.

      “Devra! What happened?” Trevon asked, his hands shaking as they rubbed over her back in endless circuits.

      “Agent Mikalski came through for us. But…it was close. Scary there for a few minutes.” She looked over her shoulder as if Agent Donaldson could be trailing her, ready to drag her back inside kicking and screaming, away from the two loves of her life. “Can we get out of here?”

      Quinn was already escorting them toward the spot where his brother’s Barracuda was waiting. They said their thanks and goodbyes to Mr. Ribold then piled inside the flashy purple car and headed…home.

      Devra buried her face against Trevon’s ribs and let her tears fall silently. She couldn’t wait to show them what she had realized in that holding cell. That if she got out and had a chance to see them again, that she wouldn’t go a single day more without telling them, and showing them exactly how much she loved them both.

      Devra didn’t remember anything about the long ride home from the Immigration office except the weight and strength of Trevon’s arms around her and Quinn telling them over and over how thankful he was to have them in his life and that he’d never take them for granted.

      They made one relatively short stop at Hot Rods to share their unbelievable news with Quinn’s family, who were starting to feel like Trevon and Devra’s family, too. After a few tears and lots of congratulations and even some laughter over the guys and what they looked like wearing suits, they left with promises to return—all three of them—for Sunday night dinner that week and every week after for the foreseeable future.

      When they walked into Quinn’s house, their shared home, Devra didn’t even hesitate.

      She stripped off her dress and dropped it on the floor as she headed straight for their bedroom.

      Behind her, she heard her men whispering, wondering if she needed space or…them.

      “I wasn’t planning on taking a nap,” Devra called. “Who’s joining me? Or should I take care of myself in here?”

      Not three seconds later, she was bounced and jostled as the two large men raced each other to her then hit the mattress hard. They sandwiched her between them, making her feel warm and protected, completely loved.

      Because she was.

      They took turns kissing each other in every combination. Devra was grateful for the time Quinn and Trevon spent making out because it gave her time to catch her breath. Time to appreciate how gorgeous they were, too.

      Sex with them was a blend of playful romance that she would never get tired of.

      But Quinn was dead serious when he rolled her onto her back, spread her legs, and fit his cock to her pussy. She ran her hands down his tattooed chest, loving the way he’d chosen to decorate his skin.

      Meanwhile, Trevon knelt nearby. He seemed to love watching Quinn pleasure his wife nearly as much as he got off on doing it himself sometimes. Devra was fine with that.

      She reached out and wrapped her hand around his impressive cock, beginning to stroke him in time to Quinn’s forward motions. It was like he was fucking them both through her.

      “Soon he’s going to be here, doing what I’m doing,” Quinn told her. “Why don’t you suck him? Get him good and hard so he’s ready when I want him in place.”

      Devra opened her mouth and Trevon didn’t hesitate to feed her his growing erection. He was so big that she didn’t always do a very good job at swallowing him, but she made up for it by licking and sucking on the tip where he liked it best anyway. Quinn was even better at it than her, though.

      “Can I have a taste?” He nudged her chin away so that he could take Trevon between his lips even as he began to fuck her harder.

      Devra caressed his back with one hand, urging him on. The other she used to rub up Trevon’s thigh and ass. He was rocking forward, fucking Quinn’s mouth even as Quinn fucked Devra’s pussy.

      She loved to watch the men please each other.

      It didn’t take long before she was ready to come. Quinn must have felt her tightening around him and moved faster, harder between her thighs, giving her the extra push she needed.

      As she was flying, he withdrew, instructing Trevon to take his place.

      Trevon was bigger. He stretched her open again as he worked inside her carefully, with more smoothness and finesse than Quinn had taken her with. But not for long.

      Because once he’d caught his breath and gotten himself under control, Quinn slapped Trevon’s ass, then growled, “That’s right, fuck her good.”

      Trevon jerked, embedding himself deeper in Devra than he normally went. She moaned and ground on him, impaling herself even further.

      “Don’t you dare shoot yet,” Quinn warned Trevon. “Please your wife. Make her come around you, too. And if you do, we’re going to try something new. I’m going to be in the middle of you both. I want you to fuck me tonight, Trevon. Is that something you’d be into?”

      “Hell, yes.” Trevon growled. His eyes shined bright as he applied himself to bringing Devra as much pleasure as he could.

      Devra lifted her head and kissed Trevon, helping him concentrate so that he could have what she knew he yearned for. The sooner she got off, the sooner they’d all be connected.

      “Then,” Quinn told them, “We’re going to come together. All of us.”

      That had happened naturally a couple times, but not usually. Devra admitted she loved it when it had. For all of them to be so in sync and riding the high together before melting into a heap of snuggles. Yeah, she treasured that. This time more than ever, she needed it.

      So she helped Trevon out by sliding her hand down the center of her body and rubbing her clit while her husband made love to her.

      “Very nice,” Quinn praised them both as he observed their intimacy. It had never been as powerful as what they shared today. “This is how you’re going to spend every day for the rest of your lives. Living and loving together.”

      That’s all it took. Devra lost it.

      She arched tight like a coiled spring before her orgasm released the tension in her body all at once. She came so hard around Trevon that she was afraid he might break Quinn’s rules and flood her pussy at the same time.

      But Quinn was smarter than that.

      He distracted Trevon by showing him what he’d been doing while they fucked. Devra hadn’t seen him grab it, but he’d used one of the toys she’d seen in his drawer the day she’d retrieved his lube to prepare himself for Trevon. His ass was going to need all the help he could get.

      Trevon was harder than she’d ever seen him, and that was saying something.

      “I’m ready for you, Trevon,” he promised. “I’m ready to be yours as much as you’re mine, and for us both to be Devra’s.”

      “Are you good with that, too?” Trevon asked Devra with one final kiss as he slipped from her still-clenching channel.

      “Of course.” She reached up to stroke his cheek. “Make him ours. Show him that he’s not on the outside anymore.”

      Quinn cried out as Trevon reached for him and their mouths clashed. While they kissed furiously, Trevon removed the plug from Quinn’s prepared ass and urged him to take his place in the cradle of Devra’s thighs.

      She sighed as he settled in, right where he belonged. Almost. “Quinn, I want you inside me when he joins with you.”

      “You just came.” He kissed her cheeks softly. “If you hold me while he makes love to me, that’ll be enough.”

      “Not for me.” She reached between them and guided him home.

      They both gasped.

      Devra ran her hands all over his powerful shoulders and down his arms. She would never get enough of either of her men. She distracted him as Trevon prepared his shaft, using extra lubrication despite Quinn’s forethought.

      “Just do it, Trevon.” Quinn urged, showing them that simply because he was the man in the middle, didn’t mean he wasn’t the one running the show. “You’re not going to hurt me. It’s so much more painful being apart than it ever could being together.”

      Devra’s husband grimaced at that. After today, each of them couldn’t deny it was true.

      “Go ahead, Trevon. Give it to him,” she encouraged her husband as Quinn’s cock twitched deep inside her. “I promise you, he wants this.”

      Trevon looked between Devra and Quinn twice, then he took his cock in his fist and lined it up with Quinn’s ass. It took him a few tries, but eventually, he grunted and Quinn cursed.

      Devra kissed Quinn gently, soothingly, helping him ride out those first few moments of discomfort. She grabbed his ass and spread him wide to give Trevon’s fat shaft room to penetrate.

      All the while, she stared into Quinn’s beautiful blue eyes, letting him see how much she admired him for allowing himself to be completely open to them and the possibility of getting wrecked. Not physically, but so much deeper than that.

      Finally, he was giving them everything and holding nothing in reserve.

      He trusted them never to forsake him. As he should.

      Any slight pain seemed to help him regain control. He stepped away from the edge of climax long enough to enjoy what Trevon was giving him.

      At first it was only Trevon’s slow, languid motions shuttling Quinn in and out of Devra’s pussy, which reawakened gradually. Over time, Quinn could no longer remain passive. He began to move, retreating from her a tiny bit to swallow more of Trevon’s cock, then advancing to bury himself in her body again and again. Back and forth, he found pleasure in both directions.

      “I can’t do this for long,” Trevon groaned as a warning. “You feel too good, Quinn, and you look so sexy fucking my wife. Making her moan and sigh like that. Damn.”

      “Same,” Devra agreed. Already, her desire was ramping up again, making her eager to crest the wave and surf down the rapture with them.

      “I could do it all night.” Quinn grinned. “I’ve always been one for a wild ride.”

      Right then, Trevon gave him what he asked for. He gripped Quinn’s hips and began to fuck mercilessly. Quinn must have clenched around Trevon, who shouted their names.

      Devra caved. She called it for both men since they seemed unwilling to be the one to end their mutual rapture. “Enough. Enough waiting. I want us to share this. Come, together. Now!”

      They were frenzied for a moment, each of them trying to get as much as they could of the two others. But eventually it was too much. Trevon bypassed Quinn’s head to kiss Devra. He stared deep into her eyes and let go, pumping Quinn full of his semen. The first splash of Quinn’s hot come in her pussy triggered her own orgasm. She milked him dry with the clenching of her muscles.

      He glided as deep as he could inside Devra’s pussy and unloaded, pouring every drop of himself into her even as Trevon did the same to Quinn. Devra and Trevon smothered him, hugging him from both sides, taking complete satisfaction from the man they shared equally.

      Several minutes later, when they had untangled their limbs and resettled themselves, with Devra in the middle and both men cuddled up against her, pillowing their heads on her breasts, she knew this was how their lives were meant to be.

      There were so many things she wanted to say, but she settled for, “I love you guys more than you’ll ever know.”

      Trevon kissed her cheek and Quinn kissed the other. Trevon said, “I have some idea, because I love you both the same way.”

      Quinn stared at them for a while, as if he finally believed that they were his and he was theirs and that no one was going anywhere. Not tonight and not ever.

      “I love you, too. Wherever fate carries us, I’ll follow. If something pulls us apart, I will always come back for you two.” They were simple words, but a promise, too. One that Devra recognized as his ultimate standard of loyalty and love. Because it was what Roman had done for Quinn, the one act that saved his life and put him on the path to finding this everlasting happiness they now shared.

      “I’ll always come back for you, too,” she responded in kind, letting him know that she got him. She understood.

      “I don’t plan to be more than a dick’s length away from either of you again, but…if worst comes to worst…” Trevon nodded. “I’ll always come back for you.”
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      Agent Jordan Mikalski stood quietly near the back row of folding chairs set up on the lawn of Hot Rides while Quinn, Trevon, and Devra exchanged vows. Devra was dressed in an exquisite traditional outfit of red silk ornately embroidered with gold thread. Her eyes were darkly lined, and elaborate gold jewelry draped her face, including a chain that ran through a sparkling nose ring.

      Trevon and Quinn had damn near fallen over themselves when they caught sight of her coming to claim them in front of the dozens of friends who had gathered to witness the occasion. Jordan had already met an entire construction crew, plus gotten to know a bunch of the Hot Rods mechanics better.

      Then of course, there was the one person he was dying to talk to, who kept avoiding him. Wren must have been as aware of him as he was of her to dodge every single one of his attempts.

      After the simple ceremony had concluded, Jordan took his turn in the crowd of people waiting to offer their congratulations. While he was standing there, a cheer went up from the people closest to the happy trio.

      He saw why when Gavyn wheeled out an antique Indian Chief motorcycle that looked like it had been meticulously restored and handed it to Trevon. Jordan edged closer to hear what the commotion was all about and found himself standing next to a short guy with dark hair.

      “What’s going on?” Jordan asked.

      “Gavyn bought back Trevon’s grandfather’s motorcycle. The one he sold to pay for Devra’s legal fees, college tuition, and a down payment on that empty restaurant on Third Street.” The guy turned and thrust out his hand. “I’m Ollie, by the way. I helped broker the deal. I felt like shit about it, too. This is…perfect.”

      Jordan wondered what it would be like to belong to a network of friends and lovers like the one these three fortunate people had. To cover up the intensity of the moment, Gavyn joked around. “Consider it your Christmas bonus for the next fifty years you work at Hot Rides.”

      Jordan didn’t have to be an expert at reading people to see how touched Trevon, Devra, and Quinn were that the Hot Rides founder would do something so monumental for them.

      Gavyn clapped Trevon on the back, then kissed Devra’s temple. “Welcome to the family.”

      “Hey, what about me?” Quinn reached for his friend and smothered him in a bear hug.

      “We’ve been family for a while now.” Gavyn ruffled Quinn’s hair.

      “Hey, don’t mess him up. We haven’t taken pictures yet.” Sally waved her camera at Gavyn and Quinn.

      While they wandered off, Jordan let his eyes roam around the clearing. There were couples and groups all around him. It became easy to pick out those who were together. Those who had a bond that went beyond basic friendship.

      “I think we might be the odd men out here,” Ollie said with a snort. “You know most of them share their lovers?”

      Jordan nodded. “They’re lucky bastards.”

      “You’re into that, too?” Ollie asked. “Maybe I need to give it a try. Not having a lot of luck finding a woman on my own.”

      “With the right person, it could be life altering.” His gaze locked on Wren as her laugh rang out. Never would get tired of hearing that sound. Never could take his eyes off her either.

      “Her?” Ollie leaned in. “She doesn’t seem like the type.”

      “There’s a type?” Jordan hoped the guy got the hint and backed off Wren. He didn’t like other men thinking of her in bed. Not that they could imagine how spectacular she was when she let passion consume her.

      “Well, I mean, she looks so sophisticated and maybe a little uptight. Not someone I’d imagine cutting loose with one guy, never mind two.”

      “You’d be surprised.” Jordan wished like hell this wasn’t a dry wedding. He could have used a flute or twelve of champagne right then. “I’ve been in love with her for nearly ten years. That image she puts out there, it’s a front. It keeps her from getting hurt. On the inside, she’s…everything.”

      “Then what the hell are you doing over here talking to me when you could be dancing with her?”

      “Pretty sure she hates my guts.” Jordan stifled a groan.

      “How do you know? It’s probably not that bad.” Ollie elbowed the agent in the ribs.

      “Oh yeah? Watch this.” Jordan waited until the next time Wren’s light gray eyes flicked to his, because they always did. She was as aware of him as he was of her. The pull between them was irresistible, at least for him. She seemed to do a fine job of shutting it down.

      When they did, he lifted his very non-alcoholic drink in a long distance toast.

      She responded by giving him the finger, flinging her platinum hair over her shoulder, then spinning on her mile-high stilettos and marching off in the opposite direction.

      “Oh, yup. You’re fucked.” Ollie winced. “Sorry, bud. What’d you do to piss her off?”

      Got her soulmate killed. Even seltzer churned in his gut like too much whiskey then. “Doesn’t matter. There’s no hope.”

      “That’s rough. I’m sorry. But in that case…do you mind if I go introduce myself to her?” Ollie wondered.

      “Be aware that if you hurt her, I know a million ways to make a body disappear and have friends in every police force in the country.”

      “Noted.” Ollie drained his own glass then clapped his hand on Jordan’s shoulder. “I’ll put in a good word for you.”

      “Don’t. Not if you want any chance with her.” Jordan was resigned to the fact that Wren would take other lovers. She’d done some wild things since they’d been apart. Ones that terrified him and made him pretty sure she was trying hard to scrub memories of their times together from her mind no matter the cost. At least Ollie was someone Quinn and Gavyn knew and trusted enough to invite into their shop.

      If Jordan couldn’t take care of her, then he wanted someone else to do it for him.

      Even if it caused even more damage to his already tattered soul.
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      Thank you for reading WILDE RIDE!

      Catch the next standalone in the Hot Rides series…

      When tragedy struck, the loss of Jordan and Wren’s shared lover ripped them apart.

      Guilt and shame made it impossible for Agent Jordan Mikalski to look the love of his life in the eye. If he couldn’t face her, he sure as hell couldn’t live with her or make love to her or even be the man to comfort her in the depths of her grief.

      Wren Asbery’s mourning threw her into a deep depression she wasn’t sure she’d ever climb out of, made worse by Jordan’s abandonment in the time of her greatest need. For that she’ll never forgive that bastard.

      After years of slow healing they realize they’re both attracted to the same man, which means they have some things to figure out fast. Will Kason Cox be doomed to lust after two people who can’t stand each other or will he be able to become the glue that sticks them back together?

      ONE CLICK SLOW RIDE >
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      My brother is both powerful and cruel, which means I have a lot of enemies I've never met. He swears he'll keep me safe, but what I want most is to break free. I especially want to break free with Drew, my brother's lawyer.

      

      I've spent my life under glass.

      

      We shouldn't be together, but everything about him draws me. His intensity, his kindness.

      

      And the way he looks in those custom tailored suits.

      

      One night when he's outside my bedroom, I give him a sexy show. And in doing so, unlock pandora’s box. Drew shows me everything I’ve been missing. He touches my body and my heart, but when the truth comes to light, we're both in danger.

      

      The cost of my freedom may be the man I’ve come to love.
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      I unwrapped the brace from my knee, wincing at how bad it looked underneath. About as bad as it felt. A puffy mass of pain that I would pretend didn’t hurt so my brothers wouldn’t worry.

      Very soon I wouldn’t need to hide. I wouldn’t need to hurt.

      My end goal was simple, modest even. A ballet teacher with a small studio. An apartment nearby to put up my feet after work. And if it were lonelier that way…well, that was the price of exit.

      Lindsey whistled as she slumped onto the locker-room bench beside me. “I really want to complain about my ankles right now, but after seeing your knees, I think I’ll just count my blessings.”

      “Glad to be of service. Now, do you have good news for me?”

      Lindsey was in the corps de ballet, a position for newer dancers within the company. Not as stressful as a principal, perhaps, but the pay was almost half, so many of them had side jobs to complement the paltry salaries.

      She was a part-time real estate agent, and I’d enlisted her help in finding the right spot for my studio. So far the available spaces had been too large, too far outside Chicago proper, too expensive.

      “You’re going to love this one, promise. Not only is the rent midrange, but it used to be a yoga studio, so there’s already a wooden floor and windows all around. And—wait for it—a living space upstairs.”

      “Get out.” I had also asked her to keep an eye out for apartments nearby, but I hadn’t dared imagine it would happen in one fell swoop.

      Her smile was smug. “I swear, if you don’t take this place, I will, and I’m not even opening a ballet school.”

      “What’s the catch?”

      “It’s hidden behind a courtyard. There’s virtually no storefront, but you can get signage on the building right by the street.”

      Not a deal breaker at all. In fact, it would be better not to have pedestrians peering in the windows during ballet classes. “It still seems too good to be true.”

      She shrugged. “The upstairs needs work. It was some sort of weird lounge, which I think is code for people smoking pot all day.”

      “Lindsey, there are going to be kids coming to the school.”

      “I didn’t say you had to smoke pot. It has a kitchen and a bathroom. With a little renovation, it’s your new apartment.”

      “Where exactly is this place located?”

      “Lincoln Park, which is totally safe. I mean, you wanted to stick to the city, so we’re not talking white picket fences or anything. But it’s a cool area with families packed like sardines in condos.”

      “With no outlets for their kids’ energy,” I finished.

      “I knew you’d see the light. So I’ll set up a viewing?”

      “As fast as you can. And tell them they have an eager renter ready to sign, so don’t go showing it around.”

      “Are you? Ready to sign, I mean.”

      “Absolutely.”

      “And your brother?”

      “He’ll deal with it,” I said firmly. “I’m sure he can handle the news that his sister is a grown-up doing grown-up things. He’s a big boy.”

      Lindsey flushed with a dreamy expression. “Don’t I know it. The man can fill out a suit, that’s for sure.”

      She’d had a crush on Philip since he’d come to one of our dress rehearsals the year before. At least he hadn’t taken her up on her not so subtle hints. He knew better than to cause problems for me in the dance company. Because where he was involved, trouble inevitably followed.

      “Believe me,” I said, “you’re better off.”

      She rolled her eyes. “I don’t want to marry him. I just want to fuck him.”

      “Nice,” I said drily.

      “I’m sorry we can’t all be Miss Goody Two-Shoes.”

      The sharp words caught me off guard, and I flinched.

      She sighed. “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean it in a bad way. You’re the innocent one. It’s cute.”

      “No worries.” I offered her a quick smile before heading for the door. “I’m heading out. Text me when you have a time for the viewing.”

      I got in my car, shaking my head. If only she knew. Sure, it had been a while for me, but I was far from pure. My past would remain with me wherever I went, however long I avoided the subject.

      No, my concern for her hadn’t been borne of prudishness. My brother wasn’t a good catch. Philip was a criminal. Not the whitewashed, white-collar type to embezzle money or take the company jet out for a spin. He was an honest-to-God bad guy, grown up like a weed between the white trash of Chicago. Strictly speaking, he shouldn’t even be allowed in the starched crowds he frequented. But one thing tipped the scale: power.

      Wealthy businessmen courted his favor. Their rich-bitch wives wanted to have sex with him. Sometimes he would oblige them. But that was Philip. He made the rules and then broke them.

      As I left the city, the walls of downtown gave way to squat shopping strips and a blue-orange sunset in the distance. The streets of Chicago were like one of those visual illusions. Close up, there was only chaos, garish and bright. The secrets lay deeper, hidden from those who didn’t know how to see them.

      Philip’s house was in one of the many pocket neighborhoods. The people here had been carefully curated by the size of their investments and the expanse of their networks.

      And then there was me. When I pulled into the long driveway, I saw a silver Lexus in the courtyard beside the garage.

      Drew.

      He was here. He met with Philip at least once a week, so it really shouldn’t be a big deal at all. He wasn’t here to see me anyway, but my heartbeat quickened as if he were.

      Drew Laramie was my brother’s lawyer. The first time I met him, he was wearing a tailored Italian suit by a designer I didn’t recognize. That alone was enough to pique my interest, sex starved as I was. I peeled back each layer in my mind: the soft wool, the thin silk, the stiff collar, and underneath? I wasn’t sure what I would find.

      My only glimpses of a man’s body came from shadowed corners of the high school football field. Then it had been smooth, tanned skin heavily doused with tattoos. Then it had hurt.

      Drew would be different.

      The first day I’d met him, he’d faltered in his greeting, his hand half lifted to shake mine. His eyes had widened so slightly I wouldn’t have noticed if I hadn’t been staring—but I was. I couldn’t take my eyes off him. I felt caught, like prey, unable to flee even as he came in for the kill.

      Except he didn’t.

      He didn’t hurt me; he didn’t hit on me. His initial surprise evened out into a bland smile and generic greeting. I suppose I could have expected it, considering Philip scared away every man who dared glance at me, but for the very first time, I felt disappointment.

      That was years ago, and since then, I had learned more about the man. I had mentally cataloged each expression of bliss—from an ice-cold beer or the early strains of a saxophone over the Bose speakers. I knew he read old books and picked apart the musicals and operas they inspired like other people did for movies. He also enjoyed the ballet and regularly made use of the box seats Philip kept in support of me. He sneaked a cigarette every couple of months, an addiction he had supposedly cracked but which still nailed him in times of stress.

      I learned so much from observing—and so little. Barely ever talking, never ever touching. That was what I did, as Lindsey had pointed out. I had no quickies in the bathroom of a dinner party, no torrid affair with a jetsetter from Paris. Me? I watched. The ultimate voyeur, my mind was drenched with dirty thoughts while my body remained in stasis.

      I knew what it felt like to live in the outside world, which was exactly why I preferred my neat, sterile chambers. For years, I had preferred to stay frozen—untouchable. But lately the wicked thoughts about Drew had spilled over into heated feelings and busy fingers at night in my bed. And worse, I wasn’t sure how much longer I could keep them to myself.

      The changes weren’t all on my end. He looked at me longer, more intensely, and I stared back, so very tempted. Sometimes I thought that was all we’d ever do: forever watch each other, the air between us as formidable as ice, undaunted by the incipient heat of my body whenever he was near.

      I shouldered my way inside the heavy back door and dumped the contents of my duffel bag into the washing machine. The leather ballet flats came with me upstairs. One overly helpful housekeeper had ruined my lucky slippers in the wash, so these stayed with me. Where they belonged, really. My life in this opulent house was light years away from the small, shared room in my foster home, but these dirty, broken-in ballet shoes hanging on the footboard looked just the same.

      At twenty-six, I wasn’t the oldest dancer in our dance company, but it was close. My muscles ached almost constantly, which I wouldn’t have minded, except my joints were almost literally cracking under the pressure. At least, that was how I interpreted the orthopedic surgeon’s fancy diagrams.

      Pretty soon I would have to quit, whether I opened my own studio or not. But it was more than just the dancing; I needed to move out. To grow up. Philip wouldn’t take that well. He was overprotective, overbearing…and exactly what I had needed once upon a time.

      Instead of climbing the wide, winding staircase to my room, I stopped into the kitchen for a banana and a cup of OJ. Then I swung a left through the open-air living room to pass by the office. The double doors were open, which meant their top-secret business discussion had concluded. The house was secure, oppressively so, but Philip made privacy an art form.

      Even knowing I’d be welcome, I hung in the shadows of the hallway, listening to the comforting sound of low male voices. My eyes fell shut. Other people liked music or ocean noises to relax, but the rough, male timbre was my melody, the murmured ebb and flow my rhythm.

      Drew laughed, a melodic sound like rocks tumbling in a stream. I sighed in pleasure.

      Philip thought I would be scared of men, but he had spent years protecting me, building a fortress so that no one could touch me. I remembered my dad in flashes of a rage-contorted face and flying fists, more like a nightmare than reality. I had nothing to fear from men, not anymore. The only thing I feared was the coldness of isolation.

      Their voices quieted, trickling dry. After a moment, Philip called out, “Rose, you’re back.”

      A smile curved my lips. He’d known I was there. He was almost impossible to fool, which was another reason I could never do anything secret with Drew. The results, if Philip found out, would be disastrous. And Philip would definitely find out.

      I slipped into the room. Both men had their jackets off and sleeves rolled up. They both stood briefly before I sat down, an old-world gesture that fit them well. Philip was old-fashioned, but in his own way, so was Drew.

      Drew was kind, courteous, professional. A perfect gentleman everywhere but his eyes. There he wrote me dirty poetry, doing every wicked thing I craved, promising satisfaction, retribution, if only, if only…

      If only I could give in.

      He watched me now, predatory. I swallowed hard and turned away. “Hey, big brother. How was your day?”

      Philip stretched. “Busy. Tiring, but better now that you’re here. Drew and I have been working since seven.”

      I frowned. “Is everything okay?”

      Long days were customary, but Philip seemed worn down.

      “More than okay,” he said. “We’re about to score a major win. You remember that sanitation company that was giving me trouble?”

      Philip owned several aboveboard businesses. In fact, most of them were legit—they just occasionally wrote outside the lines of the law to get things done better, faster, cheaper. One of his first companies did cleaning for office buildings. Whether the economy was up or down, companies needed their trash emptied and toilets cleaned.

      I thought back. “I remember you said something about them undercutting your bids.”

      “Just barely. Enough to prove that someone was leaking information, but I didn’t know who.”

      I sneaked a glance at Drew, who stood looking out the window. “So did you figure it out?”

      “No, but in two weeks, the company’s going to get busted for their illegal and predatory hiring practices. They won’t be in any position to take on more jobs…or fulfill the contracts they stole from me.”

      I winced.

      “Sometimes it’s easier to blast through a wall than climb it,” Philip said.

      “Hmm. Tell me they can’t turn around and do the same to you.”

      “I’m airtight,” Philip said, “thanks to this guy and his constant nagging that we keep things legal.”

      Drew shrugged. “It’s in the job description.”

      “Don’t undersell yourself, man. I’ve got the best legal advisor in the city, and everyone fucking knows it.”

      I grinned. “Aww, it’s like Hallmark in here.”

      Philip sent me a droll look. “The only words of thanks he needs are the ones on his bonus check.”

      “Yeah, and it better be a good one,” Drew said lightly. “I just turned down a big raise with a sanitation company in dire need of legal counsel. Something to do with their hiring practices, I understand.”

      Philip’s gaze sharpened. “They called you?”

      Drew shrugged, strolling back to the chairs. “Met me at my condo, actually. They’re desperate, and this proves it.”

      Philip frowned for a minute, looking unwilling to let it go. He liked to be in control—he needed to be. Someone else poaching on his territory was a big offense.

      “Well,” I said, trying to put him at ease, “these guys are about to get their asses handed to them either way, right? Don’t worry about it.”

      “Bastards. I ought to…” He sighed. With visible effort, he relaxed his muscles and unclenched his fists. The lopsided smile he gave me was too reminiscent of a softer, more helpless fifteen-year-old Philip. “Okay, distract me. How was practice?”

      “Good. You know, it’s getting harder for me to keep up.”

      I’d never told him about the chronic tendonitis or the recommended surgery. He’d insist I quit dancing, even in a teaching capacity. He was so binary. Dance professionally or not at all. People were either with him or against him.

      Philip lifted his whiskey glass in dry salute. “Ah yes. You’re getting old, I remember.”

      “Almost as old as you.”

      “Never that,” he quipped, and my heart warmed to see a smile flicker on his tired face.

      He didn’t understand the allure of ballet, why I would rip up my body just to perform for a bunch of old guys in penguin suits—his words, of course. But he appreciated the purity of it, the sanctity of art. Pale pink leotards and white tights. They were a costume as much as those damn suits were, designed to keep people out. This was art. This was business. Don’t touch.

      I turned to Drew, unsurprised to find his gaze trained on me. The heat was carefully banked while we put on a show for my brother, he in a suit and me in my sweats. I couldn’t see it; I felt it—more like knowledge, like recognition. I want you. I burn for you. I come alive when you’re in the same room.

      “How are you?” I asked, schooling my tone to bored politeness.

      “Also old,” he said wryly. He cocked his head. “But good. Thanks for asking.”

      Philip’s phone rang, and he excused himself to leave the room. My throat went dry.

      There were so few times I got to be alone with Drew. I angled for them, I hoped for them, and now here it was. Just him and me.
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      The room was quiet as we regarded each other. I searched his face for some other clue that he wanted more, a breadcrumb to lead me to him. Instead of invitation, I saw sternness, intensity. The arousal might have been my own wishful thinking. He was a cipher—a handsome, finely clad cipher. Even with his shirt rumpled and sleeves rolled up, he looked dignified. And delicious.

      How long until the next time I’d get him alone? Too long.

      A certain amount of caution was a good thing, and considering certain events of my past, inevitable for me. But like opening my studio, like moving out, I had waited too long, so long that my knees were shattered and my heart was aching and my body was pulsing with need unfulfilled.

      A ballerina learned early how to live under glass, but I hadn’t known it was ice, distorting the world outside to be scary and grotesque, thickening with every season until I feared it would never thaw.

      Gathering up my courage, I approached him. Not climbing the wall, blasting through it. Every slow, even step sent needles into my strained knees. The ache only amplified the arousal he inspired in me. My whole body was a raw nerve, pulled a little tighter with every year of celibacy, stretched a little farther with every painful pirouette until I thought I would snap.

      His fair skin was lightly freckled and sprinkled with golden hairs a little darker than the tamed mop of blond on his head. I didn’t know how that would translate in the darker, more private places, but I longed to find out. This close I could see the bronze of his five o’clock shadow. The little lines around his mouth creased in a frown.

      “Is this all we’re going to do?” I asked. “Look but don’t touch?”

      One eyebrow lifted. “You tell me. Was there something more you wanted?”

      His reticence sank in my gut, a brick of disappointment in a swirling sea of indecision. It was one thing to feign disinterest in front of my brother, another to play dumb in private.

      “Right,” I said flatly. “It’s okay if your job is worth more than a few nights with me.”

      “So it’s a few nights now, not just one.”

      I frowned. “Don’t play games.”

      “I’m always serious when I’m negotiating. How many nights are you going to give me, Rose?”

      He was mocking me, or at the very least, playing hard to get. As if I was going to bust out my day planner and pencil him in for Tuesday through Thursday. “Look, if you don’t want anything to happen, it won’t. You don’t have to pretend.”

      He grinned, the tilt of his lips somehow boyish on his lined face. “So I’m pretending now. You’ve gone from shy to aggressive in the blink of an eye, but I’m the one being disingenuous?”

      Point taken. I scoffed anyway. “I’m not shy.”

      “I don’t think so,” he agreed in a musing tone. “But you sure do a good impression.”

      “Oh, I see. You think you know me.” Just like my brother thought he had me figured out. She’s frightened. She’s fragile. Let’s cover her in plaster and set her on the mantel beside the other unfeeling artwork.

      Drew shook his head slowly, his expression thoughtful. “Probably not.”

      He leaned forward, closer than I was expecting until I had to restrain myself from jerking back—or latching on to him. His heat caressed my cheek, his breath brushed against my neck. We touched nowhere at all, but I felt him on every taut nerve of my skin.

      “But I want to know you,” he murmured.

      “Then why?” I closed my eyes, adrift in his nearness. “Why haven’t you done anything?”

      “I don’t make a habit of harassing women in their homes, especially when…”

      My indignation rose. “Especially when their brother is paying you enough money to keep your hands to yourself.”

      His voice was softer when he said, “When I’m not sure she would welcome it.”

      My retort caught in my throat. Would I have welcomed him? Not at first, certainly. He would have been just like every other man who wanted to sneak behind Philip’s back, too stupid to know what was good for him.

      Maybe I had needed this, his restraint like an incubator for my burgeoning lust. Like he said, I’d gone from shy to aggressive, only it hadn’t happened in a second, it had been minutes, days, years of waiting for a moment when it would be safe to reach out.

      “So you do want me,” I said, and despite my assertiveness earlier, it came out uncertain.

      He regarded me for a moment, impassive.

      Finally he said, “You would run from me screaming if you knew all the ways I want you.”

      Shock raced down my spine, followed by a wave of pure lust. Part of me wanted just that—to know everything, to feel him everywhere until I was so wrapped up that I never suffered the chill of loneliness again. The other part of me was exactly as naive as his slightly amused expression proclaimed me to be.

      Philip strolled back into the room, tossing his phone on the desk.

      “Jesus,” he said. “Does no one have any fucking loyalty anymore?”

      My stomach flipped over. Could he see the tension between us? Of course he could. Drew was a daunting cloud of wicked intent, and I was a puddle at his feet. I raised my eyes.

      “Maybe you should go,” Drew murmured.

      “Yes,” Philip agreed absently, thumbing through a stack of papers on the side table. “I’m sorry, Rose, but it looks like it will be a long night. Don’t wait up for me for dinner.”

      Philip hadn’t been talking about us, I realized. How he was blind to the situation, I had no idea, but I would take the reprieve with both hands. From my brother and his anger. From Drew and the unknown things he inspired me to do.

      Just like he’d said I would, I fled the room—and ran from him.

      Ran upstairs to where my familiar ballerina slippers hung on my bed. A grown-up size but a childish comfort. Once upon a time, my only comfort.

      The classes at the YMCA had been guises to keep us off the streets, the teachers merely minimum-wage babysitters. Ms. Anastasia thought she was the lost Russian princess, despite the fact that the ages never lined up. But she had been classically trained in her country, and she was willing to teach me in her off hours. Each night my thighs were bruised yellow and black from her whipcord pointer as she corrected my posture, but damn, I learned. In that dimly lit gymnasium with the basketball hoop with no net, I got a dance education upper-crust families paid thousands for.

      Teaching ballet was more than a retirement plan for my career with the company. It was paying back a debt. Paying it forward. That mattered more than a possible fling with my brother’s lawyer. Even if that fling felt like everything when I was near him.
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      True to his word, my brother kept Drew shut in the office late into the night. I walked by the closed study doors on the way to steal a bowl of oatmeal for dinner. The window in my room overlooked the garage and courtyard, so I could see Drew’s car and keep tabs on him that way.

      I pulled the plush armchair to the window and read up on the different types of business structures. Sole proprietor, S-Corp, C-Corp.

      Philip would already know all this. He would be a fantastic business advisor if I just ignored the immoral suggestions, but then I would have to tell him about my plan. I’d have to tell him about my plan to move out—and then he would flip out. So I read in secret, which was probably for the best anyway. I had relied on him for too long.

      I needed to be more independent, but did that also include a secret affair with my brother’s lawyer? The fear of Philip finding out my plans was eclipsed by the fear of failure.

      I didn’t know how this casual, sophisticated sex worked beyond the vulgar jokes bandied at black-tie parties. And what if Drew wanted something more than regular sex? He’d already hinted as much. My only experience was too fast, too deep, and let him, let him finish. Typical for high school fumblings, I supposed, but nothing to help guide me now.

      The black text blurred before me, and I might have dozed off, but a gentle disturbance through the walls alerted me to the front door opening and closing. White light spread over the cobblestone driveway as motion sensors flipped it on.

      Drew stepped into the spotlight, casting a long shadow over the silver-white side of his car. He opened his door and tossed his briefcase on the passenger seat. But instead of getting in and driving away, he paused. He turned back, looking directly at my window—at me. I froze, my throat going dry.

      He must have known it was my room, though he’d never been upstairs. I didn’t think he could see me. At least not clearly. We were twenty feet away, separated by double-paned glass, and the glare from the floodlights would overwhelm the thin light from my lamp. Impulsively, I pressed my palm to the cool glass. Could he make that out, the shape of my hand, the color of my flesh?

      I leaned forward, painting my own reflection in the window. Wide, dark eyes set in the pale moon of my face, all framed with thick curtains of black hair. I looked like a ghost, something ephemeral and weightless.

      That was how I felt sometimes too—not really there. I wanted to feel something, to see what it was like to participate, even if it was only a glimpse. He was waiting for me, leaning against his car.

      Maybe he’d always been waiting for me.

      Since that first meeting and the sudden heat that had sparked between us, he had been waiting for me to initiate something so he could be sure I was ready. Waiting and wanting, because he had some idea of my background, if not the specifics. The consideration in that gesture, the sheer expanse of it, took my breath away.

      He remained still until the floodlights flicked off, blanketing him in night. My eyes adjusted, and he came back into focus again, somehow clearer in the dark. His arms were crossed as he leaned back against the car. The driver’s side door hung open, an ignored invitation in favor of this.

      I could see the glint of his eyes, his intensity unmasked. My imagination could fill in the rest—the short, stubby growth on his jaw after a long day of work, the shadows beneath his eyes.

      How could I show him; what did he want? Silly questions. Of course I knew. It was primal, the urge to bare myself, to offer myself, and only my fears kept me in check. It wasn’t the glass of the window or the bricks stacked beneath it. Only my fears kept us apart.

      I toyed with the hem of my soft tank top, teasing him with a strip of flesh, blowing cool air across my belly. It wouldn’t be like this with him. His breath was hot, his body a furnace. That much I knew from the study earlier when he’d murmured in my ear. The window pane was emanating cold, holding out the chilly night air but failing just a little.

      He must be freezing, but he didn’t look it, not even as a breeze ruffled a lock of hair over his forehead. He looked like he could wait forever, but why should he have to? I wouldn’t be a coward, not tonight.

      I had dressed for sleep after my shower, so there was nothing underneath the thin fabric of my tank top. I tugged the shirt off and let it slip from my fingers. My skin pebbled with goose bumps at the chill. My nipples tightened almost painfully. He might have been a statue, he was so still. I felt the opposite, tingling and aware. It was too much—too embarrassing, too revealing—but exactly what I had been waiting for.

      What next? If there was a script to forbidden exhibitionism, I had never read it. I moved with pent-up desire, acted on ideas unformed. I trailed my palms up my stomach and lifted my small breasts like an offering.

      I wanted his hands on me, wanted him to touch and caress and pinch me, so I did it myself, grasping my nipples between my thumb and forefinger. I squeezed slightly, and as if he were connected to me, as if he had done it, his body jerked infinitesimally.

      Was he excited? I knew enough to look for a bulge at his crotch, but it was too dark to see. I wished he could tell me what he wanted me to do, but maybe that would ruin the illusion of safety. From fifteen feet away, I watched him lick his lips and heard the tacit message.

      I put a finger to my lips and licked, slightly exaggerated so that he could see. He leaned forward slightly—yes, more. I sucked the finger into my mouth and could have sworn his hips moved slightly where they rested against the car. Trailing my wetted finger over my chest, I circled my nipple and pinched again, savoring the bite of cold air and hard pressure.

      I let down my hair from my tower in the form of secret glimpses, and like Rapunzel, I needed exposure like I needed air. He joined me with his arousal, in the commands conveyed with his body. We communed in a language of our own. Climb to me. I don’t want to be alone.

      An ache built in my sex under the weight of his stare and my own touch. My hips moved in answer to his, finding an instinctive rhythm.

      I reached for the band of my sweatpants, then paused. Panties too? Too much. I pushed down the pants but left the matching pink bikini panties on.

      There was no way I could have heard, but I could have sworn he groaned. I imagined tiny molecules of air vibrating at the sound, traveling all this way and whispering against my lips.

      I tucked my fingertips beneath the soft, stretchy hem of my panties, but then he wouldn’t be able to see. Instead I slid my palm over my covered sex and slipped beneath the strip of fabric between my legs. Wet heat met my questing fingers, more slippery than I had ever felt it when alone in my bed. I teased myself along the slick outer lips before sliding upward in search of a particular place—there.

      My knees threatened to buckle from the pleasure that coursed through me, from the hard training of the day. I braced myself against the window, one hand on the glass and the other on my clit. It did more than sustain me, it connected me to him, an arc from the outside in, and the result was electric.

      He leaned forward, gripping the top of the open door. I watched his other hand ball into a fist before letting my eyes fall shut, imagining that hand on me, holding me just as tightly, bruising me so I would never forget.

      Finish it.

      I didn’t know whether the words came from him or me, but I let the currents pull me along, let the arousal swirl faster and deeper until I couldn’t find the surface, couldn’t breathe—could only buck and moan and spill all over my furiously rubbing fingers. My stuttered moan was loud in my ears, filling my room before it dropped off into a sigh.

      I let my hand fall away and opened my eyes.

      He stood exactly as I’d left him, bristling with an almost palpable tension. After a moment, he detached from the car, moving slowly, like a man in pain, as if he’d been injured.

      He turned away and rested his palms on the top of the car. With an unreadable glance back at me, he gingerly got inside and drove away.

      I watched him go, sated but far from satisfied. Always wanting, always needing something above my reach. Dreaming of ballerinas when I came from the slums. Lusting after the smart, successful man in a well-tailored suit. One of these days, I’d reach too far. I’d fly too close to the sun, but even knowing so, I couldn’t stop myself from spreading my wings.
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      The next evening, I stumbled into an empty house and collapsed at the kitchen table. Practice seemed to be getting harder—then again, the newest additions to the group kept up just fine. My body wasn’t suited for the grueling excess any longer, and if I continued to push, I would injure myself. Well, worse than I already did on a daily basis.

      I whimpered as I forced my leg to straighten. I wanted to keep dancing for fun, to teach, which meant I had to quit while I still had the ability to walk.

      I let myself drop onto the hard kitchen floor and flopped onto my back. Then I pushed my knee over in front of my body, stretching the tense, aching band on the outside of my thigh. I groaned as the stretch shot pain through my knee—but this would keep it from locking up all night.

      A scuffing sound at the entrance to the kitchen snapped my eyes open.

      Drew stood in the doorway to the kitchen, watching me with a bemused expression. I must have looked like an idiot, tangled up on the kitchen floor and moaning.

      I attempted to stand, but the muscles spasmed, sending me into a graceless sprawl. Mortified, I shut my eyes. So much for looking sexy and mature.

      He was there in a second, rubbing away the ache in my thigh, soothing me before I’d even thought about his hands on my body. He gently pressed my leg back down.

      Ohhh, yes. He knew exactly how to handle me.

      I sighed. “Harder.”

      “Are you sure? Sounded like it hurt.”

      “I need it like that.”

      He raised his eyebrow, his face two feet from mine. Then I realized how I sounded. He was basically on top of me, holding me down while I made sex noises and talked about wanting it hard. Wicked, that was how I sounded.

      Even though I hadn’t meant it in a sexual way, it became sexual as the weight of his body bore down on mine. A flush heated me from the inside out.

      “My knees have been acting up. The pressure helps. How did you know, anyway?”

      His expression looked wry. “I have been to the gym once or twice. Have to work off the calories in those billed lunches somehow.”

      Something about the way he mocked himself, dismissed himself when everyone else saw his value, made my heart squeeze. I felt breathless, on the verge of something important. Or maybe it was just the stretch.

      “Is that how you think I see you, a stuffy old lawyer?”

      “That’s what I am, Rose.”

      I studied him. Our position, with him pushing down on me, was definitely a new perspective. It allowed me to see him with fresh eyes. The creases at the corners of his eyes, remnants of his genial demeanor and stressful profession. The sandy-brown hair flecked with silver. His curious brown eyes, like stained glass with light behind. A stuffy old lawyer? He was that—as well as uncommonly smart and subtly funny and quietly handsome.

      “Well, this is interesting.”

      We both turned to see Philip standing in the doorway. Immediately, Drew backed up, easing me out of the stretch. My knee gave a weak throb, and I stifled a moan.

      Philip was at my side, ready to help me up.

      I waved him away, forcing myself into the kitchen chair. “I’m fine. Just a little cramp.”

      His face was dark. “Maybe you need to cut back with the company.”

      Yes, quitting definitely qualified as cutting back. And I would—only to do something that would piss him off even more. Without a word, Drew grabbed a few bottles of water from the fridge and slid one across the table to me. Grateful, I took a sip.

      “At least hire a proper trainer,” Philip said. “If you’re relying on my lawyer for your physical therapy, you must be worse off than I thought.”

      “Hey,” Drew said without heat. “I played volleyball all through college.”

      Philip snorted. “Harvard had a volleyball team?”

      Drew gave a small grin. “How else could I afford to go? That scholarship paid for the law degree you get so much mileage out of.”

      “Well, thank God for large, undeserved favors. You’ve kept the business from sinking so many times. What would I do without you?”

      “Bribe the judge?” Drew said blandly.

      “Now there’s an idea,” Philip said with equal languor. “Should I be writing this down?”

      “Only if you plan on firing me.”

      “Don’t count on it. You’re going to retire when you’re done working for me, and you’ll be a rich old man when you do.”

      “I’m counting on it. I’d hate to go back to getting my balls busted to make rent.”

      Feeling unsettled, I excused myself from the table. Drew’s gaze burned as I left the room, but I couldn’t meet his eyes, afraid of what I would see there. Afraid of what he’d see in me. Desire. Curiosity. Longing.

      I limped my way upstairs and took a hot shower, then reclined in the armchair. I’d wanted to peel back the layers, but I was finding more than skin and sex—there was a man underneath, his dreams and determination as attractive as his body.

      I knew Drew had gone to Harvard, but the image of him hustling on a volleyball court or struggling for a scholarship didn’t mesh with the crisp-linen, gleaming-edged man he was today. Had money and success changed him? It hadn’t seemed to make Philip happier. If anything, he was more paranoid, more worried it would all be taken away. Did Drew feel the same way?

      A knock on the door interrupted my thoughts.

      “Come in.”

      Drew stepped inside, carrying an ice pack wrapped in paper towels. “I come bearing gifts.”

      The sight of him in my bedroom made my breath catch. He seemed to fill the room despite his casual stance and light tone.

      “More like instruments of torture.” Still, I accepted the cold compress and pressed it to my knee.

      “Leave it on for a few minutes.” He leaned against the bedpost and crossed his arms as if to wait. “Otherwise it’ll swell up, and Philip will never trust my doctoring skills again.”

      I slanted him a glance. “I’m surprised he let you up here.”

      “Sent me up here,” he corrected. “He had to take a call. I told him I could handle it. He’ll be busy a good thirty minutes.”

      He spoke casually, but my breath caught at the implicit offer. Time. We had time. “Yeah, well, he trusts you with a lot more important things than delivering an ice pack.”

      “Nothing is more important than you.” He added, “To Philip.”

      My heart thudded in my chest. “Right. So what happened last night was probably a bad idea.”

      “He would be pretty pissed.”

      “I notice you didn’t say whether you agree.”

      His shoulder lifted in a half shrug. “You tell me.”

      “And where does your will come into play?”

      “Are you asking if I would say no to you, Rose? I can’t imagine that. I can’t imagine what you could ask that I wouldn’t give you.”

      My throat felt thick and swollen as I swallowed.

      I was privileged. I knew that. My brother had money, influence, and everyone wanted to get close to him. I had been propositioned plenty of times with suave smiles and calculated remarks from guys who wanted to get to know me better. After all, getting to know me meant getting introduced to the family. It meant financial advantage in the form of my brother’s favor. I didn’t want to be used, didn’t even want serious. I just wanted sex.

      “You would say yes…for me? Or because you think Philip would like you better if we were an item.”

      He shook his head, not offended at my accusation. A simple refute: no, try again. “Philip would kick my ass if he knew, but aside from that, I don’t need your help to stay in his good graces. I’m as close to him as anyone, maybe more than you.”

      That was true, he didn’t need my help. Unlike any of the other men who had come on to me, he wouldn’t really gain more access to Philip with me than without.

      Was that what made him so attractive? Though attraction wasn’t really what I felt for him. He didn’t pull me to him with charm or seduction. His very presence flipped a switch inside me. I became alight with anticipation and arousal and other things I didn’t have the words for. I wanted to feel like this all the time. He’d said he wouldn’t deny me.

      I swallowed, wondering if I had the courage to ask for what I wanted.

      Drew opened his mouth to say something, then seemed to reconsider. “Well, I guess I should head downstairs. It will feel better if you leave the ice pack on.”

      He turned to leave, and I blurted out, “Would you do it for me?”

      A beat passed, then two.

      “Do what?”

      “What…what I did last night.” Strip. Masturbate. “Would you be willing to do it for me?”

      His body tightened. Even through the barrier of his shirt, I could see the muscles of his back go taut. His hands fisted in the air. “You want to see that?”

      I had dreamed of it last night. “I want to. I promise not to touch.”

      “Is this supposed to be convincing me?”

      A surprised laugh escaped. “I won’t touch…this first time.”

      “Ah,” he said quietly. “Then I suppose I don’t have a choice but to wait and see. How would you like me?”

      Well, that was a loaded question. Weighted down with other questions like how long until Philip comes looking for him? and where will we go from here? I don’t know, I don’t know.

      I stood and dimmed the light, leaving us bathed in soft yellow from my reading lamp. The same as last night, only closer and more intimate because he was here with me. I locked the door too, just in case we had less time than he thought.

      I turned to face him, leaning back against the wall. “Wherever you like.”

      He looked at the bed. He looked back at me.

      He sat down in the armchair by the corner. The message was clear and heartbreakingly thoughtful—no pressure to go further, like a bed might imply. And there was a sweet symmetry, in the place I had stripped myself and where he would do the same. Our reflections caught by the same window, faint impressions trapped in glass where only the two of us could see.

      But even while I appreciated the gesture, unease nudged at me. He seemed so alone in the corner, as if this were a perverted sort of punishment instead of my reward.

      He reached for his zipper, and my breath caught.

      “No,” I breathed.

      His hands froze. He raised his eyes to meet mine.

      “How can I make this…better for you?” Inwardly, I winced at my bumbling ignorance, but I held my ground. This was my room, my show. I could make of it what I wanted. And I never wanted him to hurt.

      “If you were here with me.” His voice roughened. “Near to me. I would come so hard.”

      I knelt on the floor at his feet. My knees cried out in pain, but I couldn’t hear it over the pounding of my pulse. It beat a rhythm of wanting and waiting, a tribal song I somehow knew by heart.

      “Your knees?” he asked.

      “Are fine.” A lie, but if I told him the truth, he would insist that I sit down, that I apply the ice pack with a detached solicitousness that I got from everyone else, all the time. I wanted the other part of him, dark and dirty. I wasn’t the first to be with him like this, but I was here now. And for now, that would be enough.

      He slid open the belt and unbuttoned his pants.

      I shook my head when his hand was halfway down the zipper. “Not yet. First I showed you my—” I looked down at the pale flesh peeking above the leotard I still wore. I had showed him my breasts.

      His gaze was a tender mix of appreciation and bemusement. “Which I appreciated immensely, but I don’t think I have the right anatomy for that.”

      “Show me anyway.” My voice lilted up at the end, turning into a question. Despite my demands, I wanted him to want this. This wasn’t a play at dominance; it was a different sort of game, one with points earned in longing and penalties for shyness. I had bared myself out of nothing more than desire, and I needed the same from him. “I want to see you, but only if you really want this.”

      He didn’t answer with words. Instead he unbuttoned his shirt with slow, lazy flicks of the wrist while his gaze remained locked with mine. He tugged the sides apart, revealing a soft crinkle of hair peeking over the rim of a white tank undershirt.

      After pulling that over his head, he leaned back—a pasha in a vintage chic armchair, casual and seductive and unafraid in the tower where I’d hidden for so long.

      “Do you touch yourself there?” I asked, inclining my head toward his chest. His nipples were brown circles nestled beneath dark brown hair. His skin bunched in ridges at the top of his stomach, then smoothed out into a hairless expanse around his belly button.

      “No.”

      “Just…lower.” Where the hair became thick, pointing down into the waistband of his briefs.

      “Yes, lower. Is that what you want to see? How I touch myself?”

      “When you’re alone. Yes.”

      Something flickered in his eyes, but he didn’t comment as he pushed down the blue fabric of his briefs and pulled himself out. It was thicker than I’d been expecting, more purple than regular flesh. He fisted himself and stroked once, twice, three times.

      When he spoke again, his voice was hoarse. “It’s fast when I do it. Fast and hard and not all that good, really. But with your eyes on me, I think it will be even faster.”

      I stared, fascinated, as he handled himself so roughly.

      “Unless you want me to slow it down, I’m going to come soon. Unless you want me to wait.”

      “Why?” I licked my lips, a motion he tracked closely with a gaze forged in iron. “Why would I want you to go slower?”

      “There’s power in denial.” He stared at me while his hand shuttled at his cock. “There’s pleasure in waiting. Delayed gratification.”

      “Oh. I wouldn’t know about all that.”

      His laugh was curt. “You know enough, Rose. Any more and you might just kill me.”

      Despite his assertion, it didn’t end fast. At least not like I’d assumed it would, based on his fierce pumping. He twisted his hand on each upstroke before settling down to a long, hard glide. Again and again, though still he didn’t finish. The mystery built in my mind—what would he look like?

      My lips parted as I leaned forward. His breath stuttered, and his hand faltered.

      “Rose,” he groaned.

      “Should I help?” I whispered.

      “Help how?”

      Touch you. Lick you. Impale myself on you so we can both get what we want. “I don’t know.”

      He shook his head, his hand resuming its slide. “You can’t have it both ways. It’s either tease or fulfill me, withhold or submit—there’s no in between.”

      With shaking hands, I pulled the tank top off me, baring myself to his hot gaze. “Then do it on me. It’s not really touching.”

      A strained smile touched his lips, but his hand sped up. His eyes were glued to my breasts.

      “Cup them again,” he said. “Like you did last night.”

      I held them, relishing in the weight on my palms, the piquant offering they made.

      He suddenly froze, his mouth falling open on a harsh exhalation. I tensed, waiting for the impact of his climax on my skin. Instead he shoved his hand in front of his cock, catching the ejaculate and blocking my view. He rocked into his hand in short, urgent bursts as his orgasm gripped his body.

      He slumped back in the chair with a satisfied sigh. It filled me with a pride I couldn’t disguise even as I complained with a small smile.

      “I thought you were going to do that on me.”

      A wry look transformed sated features. “The first part of me that touches you is not going to be my semen.”

      I felt a blush spread over my chest, painting the tops of my breasts with a rosy hue and heating my cheeks. A small grin curved his lips as he watched me.

      “You’re beautiful when you’re shy.”

      My heart squeezed at his baldly sweet words. “I thought you liked me aggressive.”

      “I like you every way. When you’re aggressive, I want to obey you. When you’re shy, I want to shock you.”

      I hadn’t guessed he could be this way—so honest, so expressive—but maybe that was the benefit of a man who made rhetoric his trade. I paused, licking my lips. His eyes tracked the movement. Be brave. “What does it make you when I’m horny?”

      He leaned forward and murmured, “Desperate.”

      Then he headed into the adjoining bathroom, and I heard the sound of running water. I was flushed all over from that one word, flattened by need and the total lack of time to fulfill it. My brother was waiting downstairs for Drew, and besides, the illusory debt had been fulfilled.

      Gingerly, I pushed myself into the chair, which was still warm from his body. Unbidden, I had performed for him, and he’d returned the favor. There was nothing more I could offer, nothing more to demand. If I wanted more of him, I would have to ask.

      He unlocked the door but waited.

      “Will you call me?”

      He smiled, a full and brilliant thing that sucked all the air from the room. There, it said, that’s what I was waiting for. An invitation, a request. A tug of the line toward me when I hadn’t even realized I’d hooked him—but I had.

      That much was clear from his easy acquiescence to my every request, to the heart-clenching words of compliment and kindness. He was interested in me for more than sex, and only as the knowledge clicked in my head did I realize how surprised I was. How little I expected that from anyone, least of all a sane and stable person like him.

      Only then did I see the netted cage of my past surrounding me. A high school relationship. How could it still bother me? A dad who talked with his fists. Well, whose hadn’t? Easy to dismiss in theory, harder in practice.

      I pretended to be healed, but the truth was, I had been paralyzed, struck with the teeth of teenage cruelty and poisoned by memories. But the recognition of that taint only spurred me on. The fear could only contain me if I let it.

      The hurt could only catch me if I stood still.

      He handed me his phone, and I keyed in my number. Both of us could have gotten each other’s number through slightly sneaky means, but it was sweeter this way, like passing notes in class. Do you like me? This was the grown-up version, a contact listed in his mobile phone—check yes or no.

      He took it back. “We’ll probably be working all night. Tomorrow.”

      I couldn’t hide the smile that lifted my lips, a reflection of his. “Tomorrow.”

      Footsteps from the hallway alerted us to a new arrival, and I jumped back, smoothing my palms over my stomach.

      Philip peeked in. “Are you okay?”

      “What? Of course.” Don’t blush. Don’t blush.

      Damn it.

      He frowned. “Drew was taking so long. I worried you were more hurt than you let on.”

      “My knee is feeling great,” I said honestly. “Barely feel a thing.”

      Which was true. Vicarious orgasms had that effect, I learned.

      Drew picked up the ice pack from the bed where I must have set it down. Like he didn’t have a care in the world, he was casual, tossing the blue plastic compress and catching it in his palm. “Works like a charm.”

      Though the expression on his face said he wasn’t talking about ice packs at all. He winked at me as he shut the door behind him, and their muted words turned to work.

      Arrogant man. No, that wasn’t right. Confident, charming man who found a friend in everyone he met, who smoothed over feathers that Philip was forever ruffling. If I pursued a relationship, even a purely physical one, I would fall for him.

      Hell, I already had.

      Which wasn’t a good thing. When our brother Colin had fallen for a girl, Philip had almost gotten her killed. If I cared about Drew, I would leave him alone.

      And yet, I couldn’t resist. I may have lived with luxury and excess for over a decade, but the years before that had been barren. For those few years in a group home before Philip had gotten me free, I had learned to take what I was given and steal what wasn’t.

      Drew was a banquet when I hadn’t eaten all day. I was a poor girl who didn’t have the will to pass him by, even knowing he wasn’t for me.
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      The next day after practice, I followed Lindsey out to the space to let. We parked on a sunny street lined with thick, evenly spaced trees and red brick townhomes. As a large truck pulled away from the meters, we nabbed parking spots one behind the other.

      “No parking lot,” I commented as we crossed the street.

      She snorted. “In this neighborhood? You’ll be lucky to get a few parking spaces in the garage out back.”

      “Yeah, but parents need to drop off their kids.”

      “And they can,” she said, gesturing to the fire zone in front of a courtyard area. “This is what everyone else in the city has to do.”

      Resigned, I pushed through the throng of people in front of the coffee shop we passed. They had figured out a way to get there, and of course my customers would too. We crossed the courtyard, which, I had to admit, would be a lovely space for the girls to wait to be picked up. And after Lindsey unlocked the door and let us inside, all my worries faded.

      Just as Lindsey had said, the place had been a yoga studio at the height of Chicago’s minitech boom but had lain dormant ever since. A beautiful wooden floor would need to be refinished and then covered with more knee-friendly material. I would install barres, which probably meant redoing the wall of windows. But it was perfect. Any place would need some renovations, and besides, something about this place just felt right. Warm and hopeful…or maybe I was projecting. I didn’t want to jinx it, but I had a feeling good things would happen here.

      And the apartment above the studio was icing on the cake. It had been some sort of lounge, complete with beanbags and hanging beads in the doorway, but it had all the right parts for a living space, as Lindsey had said, and that was exactly how I planned to use it.

      My savings would cover the rent on the whole space for a year. Not a huge cushion, but I had to have some faith that my business would succeed. I had to trust.

      After I returned home, I stayed up late reading the contracts and rental agreement. The phone sat beside me, a silent testament to where my thoughts strayed so often. He was a busy man, hard at work, and if he was too tired to call, well, that was fine by me. But oh, I wanted him to. I lay back on the bed, stretching my shoulders, and wanted, wanted, wanted him to call.

      The phone vibrated in my hand, startling me. I must have drifted off for a minute, as my brain was sluggish to start again. I checked the screen. Drew.

      “Hello?” My voice was thready, not quite there.

      There was a pause. “It’s too late.”

      “No, no.” I turned and blinked at the bright red dashes on the alarm clock. One a.m. Okay, it was too late. “Is everything all right?”

      “Yeah.” He swore softly. “I’m sorry. I shouldn’t have called. I just got home, and I didn’t want you to think that I had forgotten or that I wasn’t serious about you.”

      Like a splash of water on my face, and I was awake. “You’re serious about me?”

      Silence, and then, “Yes.”

      I rubbed my eyes, shaking off the remnants of sleep. “Okay, you have to help me out here. I understand why you didn’t want to start mauling me in my own home, but if you were really interested in me all this time, why didn’t you ask me out? I’ve been out of the game for a while, but I’m fairly sure that’s the typical progression of things.”

      “You’re not a typical woman, Rose.” His voice was dry.

      He was talking about my brother. Me? I was as common as snow in a Chicago winter. As drab too. He seemed to have heard my unvoiced denial, because he explained.

      “Do you remember the first case I took for Philip?”

      Years ago, when my brother was making the transition from small-time “problem solver” to an actual businessman. Some lowlifes we knew from the old neighborhood had sued him. Honest to God served him papers. Philip had wanted to do more than make it go away. He’d wanted to teach them a lesson.

      That was where Drew came in, a young hotshot working at a prestigious firm in a fancy skyscraper. He must have had an enviable paycheck and salary, and for the first time, I wondered why he’d left. Philip was persuasive, but Drew wasn’t easily blinded by flashy lights.

      “Your brother showed up with an attitude and a fat wallet. None of the partners wanted to touch his case, but they weren’t about to turn down his money. So he got assigned to me.”

      “I bet you were thrilled,” I said, thinking of how damn angry Philip had been back then. Still was, but he hid it behind expensive clothes and expensive cars and a disdain I might actually believe if I didn’t know him so well.

      “I complained to my bosses, but I was still the new kid, no matter that I’d begun to make a name for myself. So we were stuck with each other. I was a cocky little shit, thinking I was the biggest thing to hit the Chicago law scene in the last decade. And your brother was…your brother.”

      “But you must have gotten over it, since he hired you.”

      “It took a while. He kept wanting me to lie and break the rules for him, and I told him there was no way in hell I was going to jail for a shithead punk. So he punched me in the face.”

      “No,” came out in a gasp, even though, of course he had. Of course.

      “Which would have been my out. I could have gone upstairs and showed them my black eye, and the guy would most likely have been bumped as a client. At the very least, I wouldn’t have had to work with him anymore.”

      “Instead?”

      “I punched him back.”

      A groan escaped me, even though I knew the story had a happy ending. I’d certainly never seen the two ever bicker, much less fight.

      “Not my finest moment, getting caught in a full-out brawl in my office by a senior partner. I got fired, and Philip’s case got reassigned to another junior attorney at the firm. And he lost. The guy fucked it up, even though we should have won, and everyone knew it.”

      What a disaster. Yeah, Philip had left all this out when he’d told me he’d hired a lawyer. “What did you do?”

      “I was more pissed about losing the case than anything. And your brother hates to lose even more than I do.”

      “A match made in heaven.”

      “So that was his pitch. He approached me a few weeks later. Neither of us mentioned the fight. He said, ‘Let’s beat the bastards next time.’ I told him to triple his offer, and here we are.”

      “And you’ve never gotten into a fight again,” I said wonderingly.

      “Not yet, although if there was ever a reason, I’m sure calling his sister in the dead of night to convince her to take off her panties counts.”

      Before I could respond to that, he continued.

      “The first day I came to work, he asked me what I thought my job was. I said to keep his business safe from the people who wanted to bring it down. He said no. My job was the same as his, to keep his family safe. You and Colin. I may have been stupid and hot-tempered then, but I took that seriously.”

      My chest seemed too small, my heart overfull. He had kept us safe all this time. He wasn’t the one installing the alarm system, but the work he did for Philip was designed to keep the businesses running smoothly and the family secure.

      We took for granted that if something needed to be done, Drew would help. Hell, he was part of the family. He was the only one unrelated to us who had Philip’s implicit trust—and mine.

      And if that trust were shattered? a voice whispered in my head. It would be my fault.

      “I don’t want to mess things up between you and him.”

      “I’ll be fine. You’ll see.”

      I wasn’t sure about that, but my thoughts lingered on the promising legal career he’d given up. “Does it bother you, doing illegal things?”

      “I don’t really.”

      Snorting, I said, “Save it for someone who believes that.”

      “Fair enough, but my old firm was far more concerned about winning cases and making bank than following the law. It was about appearances. With Philip, everyone already assumes we’re doing the worst. In reality, most of it’s just ordinary business stuff. Pretty boring, typical things.”

      “Like calling out competitors’ hiring practices.” My tone said I had no doubt that the information had been obtained through questionable means.

      “For the good of the nation, Rose. We’re philanthropists, really.”

      I laughed softly, then sobered. “Is everything okay there? Philip seems more stressed out than ever.”

      “Yeah, he has more business than he knows what to do with, now that he’s picked up the contracts they dropped. But he’ll figure it out and come out stronger than ever, I’m sure. As for the other company, their assets will be tied up in legal proceedings for years.”

      A strange shiver of foreboding ran down my spine. “Guess they’re pretty pissed.”

      “They’re shitting bricks,” he agreed. “But they should’ve thought of that before they started trading on corporate secrets.”

      Again the fear dug in its claws. “What if they try to retaliate?”

      “Don’t worry,” he said softly. “Your brother can take care of himself. And really, if there’s any industry that should be safe and straightforward, it’s janitorial services.”

      “Right,” I said, the word ringing hollow.

      “Really.” His voice lowered. “I don’t want to talk about your brother anymore tonight.”

      The deep promise in his voice distracted me. “What do you want to talk about?”

      “Are you still wearing your dance clothes?”

      “No, I showered after you left. I’m wearing a tank top.”

      “Like the one I saw through the window?”

      “Yes.”

      “Take it off.”

      I smiled at the arrogantly spoken command, sliding deeper under the covers. Sliding deeper into that drunk-on-lust headspace that he inspired whenever he was near me. Or whenever he was miles away, connected to me only by unseen airwaves. “That doesn’t sound like a strong argument, counselor.”

      “The lawyer bit is the game. This one’s me.”

      “Demanding?”

      “Usually,” he answered evenly.

      “Sex-obsessed?”

      “Around you, yes.”

      “Abrasive?”

      “Never. That’s what the lube is for.”

      A surprised laugh burst from me. I liked this side of him, playful. He was so serious at work, and that was the only time I saw him. I wanted more teasing, more sex banter. More fun in the middle of the night, preferably with us in the same bed. “I don’t know if I’m up for all that…you know, kinky stuff.”

      “I’m not kinky. I just like to try new things out.”

      “Which is different because?”

      “Because I don’t need to do any of it. That’s just for fun. All I need to get off is to think about you. Taking your top off.”

      “Ah, so we come back to my clothes.”

      “You said you wanted persuasion. Is it working?”

      I sat up slightly to pull my top off, then burrowed back under the covers with the phone to my ear. The covers felt impossibly rough against my sensitive skin, like sandpaper against velvet. It was an acute sort of pleasure, imagining it was touch, wishing it were the wet heat of his mouth against my puckered nipples instead of cold, dry fabric. “What about you? Take yours off too.”

      There was a rustling sound, and then his breath exhaling over the phone. “I’m here. Look down at your breasts. Tell me what you see.”

      I lifted the covers enough to let dim light spread across my breasts. They looked just like they always did, and I barely knew how to describe them, much less in a way that was sexy. I bit my lip. Be brave. “I must be breathing faster than I realized, because they’re…they’re moving up and down as I’m watching them.”

      A strangled sound came over the line. “What color are they, your nipples?”

      They flushed darker as I watched them, as arousal flooded me. “I don’t know. Pink, brown? They’re drawing up tight.”

      “Suck on your fingers and then touch yourself there.”

      After a moment’s hesitation, I put my fingers to my lips. As I put the dampened tips on my nipples, he said, “Squeeze them. Imagine it’s me.”

      “I do. Oh, I do.” The cold shock of wetness quickly turned to a burn. Pressure pulled taut before spreading lower in my body, down to my clit. I shifted my legs on the bed.

      “The other side,” he demanded.

      I sucked my fingers again, tasting the salt of my skin, before wetting the other nipple, pressing and pulling its point until a soft sigh escaped me.

      “I want to be there,” he groaned. “I want to put my lips on your breasts, feel your nipples against my tongue.”

      My legs squeezed together all on their own. “What else would you do?”

      “I would lick and bite my way down your belly, your hips. Do that for me. Walk your fingers down your body and tell me how it feels.”

      My skin tingled at his words, the sensation sharpening when I complied. I walked my fingers down my stomach, my nails a small bite in the soft flesh. “It feels…it feels…”

      “Tell me,” he breathed.

      “It’s fluttering. The muscles here are all shaky. Because I want…”

      “Christ, me too. I want that too.”

      “Please, touch me.”

      “Yes, that’s right. Pull off your pants. Your panties. I want you bare for me.”

      In a rush of fabric, I pulled from my constraints. I was completely naked under the covers and burning up. My sex felt swollen and aching—and I knew what would soothe it. Not my touch but his. His words took me outside myself. His eager concern for my pleasure brought me home.

      “Run your fingers along the outer lips. I need to—I need to know what you feel.” His words came rougher now, stopping and starting in a jagged rhythm I recognized from within. He was feeling it too, this need to move and rock and do it together, because with him was so much fuller than ever alone.

      “I’m wet here. But you knew that.”

      “Yes.” A statement. A triumph.

      “I’m smooth here.” I took a deep breath. “There’s no hair.”

      He sucked in a breath. “You shave it?”

      “Wax. It’s just easier…with dancing…to make sure nothing peeks or shows through.” I laughed a little nervously. “I have black hair and wear a pale leotard. No good. So I wax it all off.”

      It was quiet a moment.

      “What is it? Too much information?”

      “No, I’m just…I’m dying to feel you.”

      The edge of erotic desperation in his voice lent me courage. It made me want to poke and prod him, to touch him the only way I could—with words.

      “So you want to feel me here? Are you sure? It’s very slippery. Warm and wet.”

      His groan was raw and beautiful.

      “I can’t stay still here, just rubbing and searching out something—” My breath caught as my fingers stumbled upon my clit. “Until there.”

      “Rub yourself off. Do it, Rose.”

      And yes, so much. I moaned my compliance, my fingers working furiously at my warm, liquid sex. Each flick of my finger sent a thrum of pleasure through my body.

      My arousal spiraled higher, drawing up every nerve and tightening every muscle. I felt stretched to the limit and yet unable to break. Held in suspension, I could only tremble senseless fingers against the bundle of pleasure-pain, could only gasp incoherently into the phone.

      It was only when I heard those quiet, unmistakable, rhythmic sounds as he stroked himself, as I felt the vibrations of his grunt of release, that I tumbled over, fell apart, and came in a soft gush of wetness against my palm.

      “Oh God,” I panted. “Oh God.”

      “Rose,” he said, more like an exhale.

      “We’re really going to do this, aren’t we?”

      “Do what?”

      Have sex. Start a relationship. Be together. Why did that make hot tears spring to my eyes?

      I tried for casual. “Keep this a secret.”

      He gave a long and satisfied sigh, a rough-hewn sound of sex-sated invincibility. “Who said we’d keep hiding? Though I hope you aren’t too attached to my nose looking this way, whenever your brother does find out.”

      “He won’t punch you. He won’t.” Though I wasn’t sure who I was trying to convince.

      “I’m sure hoping he does. The alternative is worse. Don’t stress about that.”

      “Oh sure. I might die but don’t worry, he says.”

      “Do you trust me?”

      Like a gust of fresh autumn wind, the question stole my breath and rendered me compliant all at once. I trusted him. At a base and carnal level, I lusted after his body, his mind. I wanted to spend time with him, to learn everything about him. But overshadowing all of that was a blanket of clouds, the trust in him I took for granted.

      Did I trust him? For always. Forever.

      “Yeah.” My voice sounded as low and broken as his. “I do.”

      His satisfaction swelled in the air through the phone. “I have to stop by to finish some paperwork in a couple days. Maybe I’ll see you.”

      Oh hell yes. “Maybe.”

      I heard the smile in his voice. “Good night.”

      “Night.”

      The phone was slick with cooling sweat when I dropped it on the end table. Phone sex. That was new. Not entirely unexpected, though. He was like that. Adventurous and exciting without the undercurrent of danger that I had once been accustomed to.

      It was a novel idea, that I could have fun without risk. That I could be with someone and still feel safe.

      I’m dying to feel you, he’d said. I was too, and the plunge felt so sweet.
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      As dawn streamed in through the window, I heard a car pull across the cobblestone and come to a stop. Drew had texted me last night to let me know he was coming over. At least, that was how I interpreted eight hours until I see you.

      I stretched in bed and rubbed the sleep from my eyes. No doubt Philip would commandeer him the second he walked into the house. He was still in the dark about us, and that ticking sound was the countdown to when he would surely find out and explode.

      Leisurely, I took a shower and dressed in jeans and a T-shirt, wondering how I could sneak a few minutes alone with Drew. I was drying my hair with a damp towel when I heard the sound of an engine starting outside. Oh, shit. Was he leaving already?

      At the window I watched Philip’s car roll down the driveway. Perfect.

      Tossing the towel on the bed, I hurried downstairs and found the office with the door open. Drew’s sleeves were rolled up, and he was knee deep in work at seven in the morning. He looked up when I came in.

      He stood immediately, coming to stand in front of me, reaching out as if to touch me. In the moments before his hands met mine, he pulled back, uncertain or maybe just prolonging the inevitable.

      The heat of his body seared me, his breath tickled my forehead. We were both adrift, floundering softly in the sea, slowly drowning. I hazarded a small smile—a soft current to propel me closer.

      His face was solemn, intent. “Hi,” he said, his eyes searching mine.

      We may not have much time, I thought. Now, I thought. But all I said was, “Hi, I—”

      And like a wild chase, an abrupt collision, we crashed. His hand reached for my waist, the other at the back of my neck. He pressed a kiss to my lips, infusing me with heat from the plump of my lips all the way down to my toes.

      My body hummed with a satisfaction borne of completeness, of finally, of finding the missing piece of myself. He fit against me as if he belonged there, and though I knew it was only physical, I sighed into him, melted into him until I couldn’t tell where he ended and I began, accepting him places deeper than my body.

      I clung to him with my arms, my legs, my lips as we toppled to the floor. My legs straddled his body, my arms rested on either side of his head. My hair formed a dark curtain around us. He must have felt overwhelmed by me, but instead he licked at my mouth, angling deeper. At the press of my tongue against his, he surged up and flipped us over. He knelt over me, pushing farther, trying to climb inside me, but God, he was already there. At my core, in my heart, he filled me and surrounded me all at once. It was a sweet suffocation, running out of air and finding peace in the ether.

      He pulled back slightly. “Can this one be fast?”

      I struggled to the surface. He sounded urgent, a bit desperate, and I hardly knew what he was asking. “What?”

      “Either that, or I need to come first,” he muttered. “No way am I going to last.”

      “Oh.” I ran a palm over the curve of his jaw, set so tightly. He was tense, and I wanted to ease him. “It’s okay. It can be fast.”

      “Are you sure?” He pressed urgent kisses along my jaw in answer.

      We were always like that, in symmetry. I offered, and he accepted. He asked, and I acquiesced.

      Was I sure? No, not really. I felt heat and dampness at my core. I wanted him, so that should be enough. It would have to be. I trusted him.

      I didn’t bother to answer this time, just shimmied myself so that I was centered under him. I spread my legs, and his hips fell effortlessly into the cradle of mine. His erection felt thick and impossibly hard where it pressed against me, but I knew it could work. It had done so when I cared far less than now.

      He snagged a condom from his wallet. I watched him while he opened his pants and put it on with jerky movements, his fingers flying too fast to see more than hard, flushed skin. His cheeks were ruddy with a flush of arousal, his whole body taut. I recognized the look from the first day in the car, moving slowly, rigid—a man in pain. Touching himself gingerly, wincing as my helpful fingers rolled it down his length.

      I matched his movements, pushing down my pants, my underwear. When I was naked, he slid two fingers down to my sex. I had expected roughness from his earlier blunt movements, but this was soft, probing.

      “You’re so wet,” he said, slipping one inside. “Just like you said. Slippery smooth. Jesus. Are you ready?”

      The question circled above me, not landing. Ready, ready—was I ready how? I had already agreed to fast, to sex. “Yes,” I murmured. “Now.”

      Like pulling up the floodgates, he was on me, pushing a broad head inside me, nudging farther, deeper, until I felt a burn. It surprised me after so much pleasure, and I let out a small cry before my lips closed around it.

      He froze. “Oh shit, you’re tight.”

      He was worried about hurting me, because he was. My inner muscles rippled around him, struggling to adjust. “I’m fine.”

      “You don’t sound fine,” he said, strained.

      My eyes clenched tight. It wasn’t an impossible pain, nothing I couldn’t handle. A hundred pirouette reps hurt worse than this, and I did that every day. “Please. Just…continue.”

      “Continue?” His lust-stained eyes were incredulous, almost angry. “Fuck.”

      He pressed a heavy hand to my hip and started to draw away.

      “Wait.” It had taken us so long to get here. If he left me now, would we ever find our way back? I wanted to please him, I wanted to trust. Instinctively, I pulled him closer.

      “No, don’t move,” he ground out, rocks against concrete, filling the air with dust. And I was losing him—already lost.

      A sense of sorrow drowned out the pinch of my body. “Oh, Drew,” I sighed.

      Which turned out to be the wrong thing to say, because his face contorted in agony at the sound.

      He jerked himself back. “Ah, shit.”

      His cock sprang from me, and I gasped at the loss of pressure. His free hand flew to his cock, quick strokes, one, two, and then he froze. Groaning, he came into the latex, hunched over me, outside of me, and I turned my face away from the gorgeous, lonely sight of his rapture.

      Falling onto the floor beside me, he panted for a moment, his eyes closed. I lay still, unsure of myself. I wasn’t sure where I’d gone wrong, what I had done to ruin it.

      He turned to look at me. “You want to tell me what the hell just happened?”

      I had never seen him so agitated, and yet I wasn’t afraid of him. Afraid of losing him, maybe, but I knew he wouldn’t hurt me even if he were furious. He seemed more frustrated, more confused even though that should have been my role.

      “I’m sorry, I…I thought you wanted to keep going,” I said lamely. He’d pulled away, and I’d tried to keep him. I’d said his name. That had set him off, I realized with a surety that pleased me, even if he didn’t seem happy about it. At least I’d made him come.

      He sat up, and despite my worry in that moment, I admired the curve of his long back, the bunch of his abs, and the soft crinkle of hair that drew shapes over his skin.

      I sat up too, suddenly self-conscious of my splayed position, of the gaping place he no longer took. My knees slunk together, and I pressed my shirt to my breasts.

      He spoke slowly, carefully. “Is it possible…are you a virgin?”

      “What? No.”

      “Okay.” Relief passed fleetingly across his face. “Because I thought for a minute there…”

      “I mean, I haven’t had a lot of sex or anything. It’s just been a while.”

      Suspicion crept into his eyes. “How long?”

      “Um…I’m not sure exactly. Ten years or something.”

      He swore. “You didn’t think to mention that to me before we started?”

      “I figured it was like riding a bike.”

      “Yeah, well, it’s been about ten years since I’ve ridden a bike, and I wouldn’t be surprised if I fell off.”

      This had felt a little like falling. “Point taken.”

      “Ten years ago would make you a teenager.” Speculation lilted his voice. Wheels were turning in his head, making short work of my story. A boring way to pass the time, I could have told him.

      I shrugged. “I had a high school boyfriend. So sue me.”

      “I already despise him. Which I would already do because you’re mine now, and it’s basically written in the code of honor somewhere. But especially because he seems like a real idiot, judging by…”

      “Judging by my idiocy,” I said helpfully.

      He sent me a dark look. “Men don’t continue if it’s hurting you.” He paused. Some of the clouds in his face dissipated, giving way to concern so stark it hurt to see. “You know that…right?”

      “Of course I know that. No one hurt me.” But something inside me kicked in its cage, clamoring to be free. There was a reason I had no idea what I was doing. A reason I’d never wanted to learn before now.

      His expression was skeptical.

      “He didn’t, okay? I’m telling you the truth. I agreed to everything.”

      He turned away. “You don’t have to tell me what happened…or anything at all. You don’t owe me that.”

      “But I want to. You think I’m messed up. Everyone thinks I’m messed up just because I had an abusive dad and lived in a group home. Well, let me tell you something. Dad didn’t much care about me, and neither did the people at the home. They didn’t mess me up because they weren’t around to do it.”

      “Rose.” He looked pained, and I wanted to apologize for that, but the words were tumbling out of me, spilling over.

      “He was my boyfriend, just a stupid sixteen-year-old like me. We were fooling around behind the gym. No big deal, right? It’s nothing.”

      He reached for me then, pulling me into his arms and surrounding me in heat. It should have been awkward—body parts bared and still damp—but he held me too tight to care about any of that. He hugged me as if I were coming apart and he could keep me together. He held me as if he needed to.

      My words were muffled against his chest now, and I wasn’t sure he could even understand them. Though maybe it was better that way. I wasn’t saying them for him to hear. I was saying them to myself, finally acknowledging that it mattered.

      “I agreed to go back there with him, knowing what would happen. I agreed to have sex with him, and then we did. Then my boyfriend said his friend was right there keeping watch and he would tell everyone what I’d done if I didn’t…if I… I didn’t want Philip to find out. He would have—”

      “Killed him.” The words vibrated through him, like maybe he agreed with the sentiment, like he could have committed murder in that moment too. Maybe he was less laid-back than I’d given him credit for, but then he had survived in this business for a long time. Long enough to get killed himself if he wasn’t careful and tough.

      “Yes. He would have. So I did what he wanted. I lay there, and I took it, when I didn’t even know him.” A harsh laugh escaped me. “And I never complained when it happened again and again. I never told anyone until now. You have to understand, in the school I went to, that was normal. And everyone there was tough as nails. I’m not fragile, Drew. You don’t have to protect me from anything.”

      But my words were a lie, because his whole body was curved around mine, taking the brunt of some unseen force. I was trembling, fearful, bearing the brunt as all the lies I had told myself began to unravel.
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      As awareness returned, mortification washed over me. He’d wanted to have a fun romp in the study, and here I was crying. I didn’t know how mindless affairs were done, but I could safely assume high school confessionals weren’t part of it.

      I wiped at my tears. “You must be pissed.”

      “You have no idea.”

      I groaned, giving up any pretense of being cool and collected. “I’ve only been working toward this for years. It’s shocking I could mess it up this bad.”

      “Well, I would have preferred to have known this before I made an ass out of myself, pushing myself on you before you were ready. But aside from that, I’d say you’re doing just fine.”

      “How can you say that? I’m a grown woman. I don’t need to be rehashing stuff that happened in high school. Especially the kind of stuff that happens to everyone.”

      “I don’t think that happened to everyone.”

      “You know what I mean.”

      “Yeah, I think I do. But the thing is, even if it were commonplace, which I don’t agree with, it still matters. It can still hurt.”

      It did hurt: the shitty childhood and my initiation into sex at the hands of my jerk boyfriend and his friend. Pretending it didn’t matter hadn’t made it go away. Pretending it didn’t hurt hadn’t eased that ache. Everyone had a story, and this was mine.

      I met his eyes. “So we’re okay, then? Even though that…didn’t go according to plan. We’re not finished. Right?”

      “Of all the things you know about me, do you think I scare easily? Don’t worry. It gets better after the first time.”

      “God, I hope so, because my first time kind of sucked.”

      We shared a smile. Strange that I could joke about something that had haunted me for so long. There weren’t many men I could have done that with. But our quiet moment was interrupted by the sound of the door closing below. I sprang from his lap and darted for my clothes.

      “Shit. Philip.”

      I didn’t even want to think of what would happen if he found us with our pants off—in his study, of all places. I was halfway back into my jeans when Drew folded my hands in his.

      “I want to tell him, Rose. He should know, and we shouldn’t have to sneak around.”

      For a stolen moment, I was struck by his earnestness. The stereotype made lawyers seem sneaky, but he was the most honest person I knew.

      “We’re really going to do this.” I repeated my earlier question with conviction.

      He grinned, flicking a quick look at our disheveled state. “I hate to be the one to tell you this, but we already are.”

      I pressed a quick kiss to his lips. “Okay, but when we do tell him, we should probably not be half-dressed after having sex in his office.”

      “Good point taken,” he said, sliding into action.

      We scrambled to find our clothes. Luckily, our earlier haste worked in our favor. We grabbed the puddles of fabric nearby and were presentable by the time Philip strolled in with a mug of steaming coffee.

      He paused on entry, and I was sure he had it all figured out. Drew’s hair was all rumpled and sticking up in back, a victim of my roaming, clenching hands. I was fidgeting in the corner, having completely forgotten how to stand still. I was sure my guilt must be written all over my face. Meanwhile, Drew’s expression was faintly challenging.

      Seemingly oblivious, Philip sat down across from Drew. “So, how far did you get?”

      “Not far at all, actually,” Drew said smoothly. “Something came up.”

      Did the man have a death wish?

      “Really?” Philip asked. “What was that?”

      “Me,” I blurted out, desperate to turn the conversation away from Drew and me and our mutual distraction.

      Both men turned to me with expressions of surprise.

      “I was asking for his help with…with legal structures for small businesses.”

      They stared. I took a deep breath.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you sooner, Philip, but I wasn’t sure how you would react. I want to open my own dance studio. It’s been a dream of mine for a long time, and I’ve found the perfect place to lease.”

      “A dance studio.”

      “And the bright side is I won’t dance professionally anymore, which I know you’ve been asking me about.”

      Philip turned to Drew. “She told you about this, and you didn’t say anything?”

      “Well, it’s all rather recent,” Drew said carefully. “We’ve been discussing the ramifications of her branching out.”

      I took it back: the man could be sneaky.

      Philip turned back to me. “I don’t understand why you didn’t tell me. I would have supported you opening a studio, especially if it meant you didn’t hurt your knees as much.”

      “Right. Well…I’ve also been thinking it’s time for me to move out.”

      He scowled. “I don’t see why that’s necessary.”

      “I know you don’t.” I sighed. “Should I even point out that Colin was living on his own when he was seventeen?”

      “No. I didn’t agree with that either, but it’s totally different besides.”

      “Because I’m a woman.”

      “Because you’re my sister, and I have a lot of enemies.”

      I softened, knowing he was only trying to protect me. That was what he’d told Drew all those years ago, and I knew he still thought that way, that his job was to keep his family safe at all costs. “I’ll be careful, Philip. But I can’t stay here forever. You know I can’t.”

      “Is this because of—” He looked at Drew.

      Drew opened his mouth, and I realized how much worse it would be if he spilled the beans now. Now, when Philip would surely attribute my desire to open a studio and move out to my desire for Drew.

      In all honesty, they were linked—all wrapped up into a neat package labeled Things Rose really wants but never had the guts to take. Then Philip would blow up, and I wasn’t going to let that happen.

      “Drew, I really need to speak to my brother alone. Would it be possible for you to excuse us?”

      His eyes narrowed. He knew exactly what I was doing, and he could light the fuse with a few choice words. But he was too good for that. Too respectful—something that I found a real turn-on, considering the lowlifes I’d met in my past.

      “Okay.” He shuffled the papers together from the coffee table. “I’ll work on these at home.”

      Philip and he discussed their plans briefly before Drew left. His last look at me was a concession: Fine, we’ll do it your way. For now.

      I hated that he might think, even for a second, that I was ashamed of our relationship or that I wasn’t serious about him. But I had been locked up in the tower for so long. It would be a long, slow way down to the ground, starting with telling Philip about my plans.

      I sat with Philip in the opposing armchairs. “I know you feel protective of me.”

      His expression was stormy. “Protective doesn’t really describe it. Do you remember how I found you?”

      How could I forget?

      As they say, there are only two seasons in Chicago: winter and construction. When Philip turned eighteen, he found work for a small building company, but the judge wouldn’t grant custody of me to a punk eighteen-year-old who lived with a roommate to make rent. Then the company he worked for got in a bind—something about a city permit that wouldn’t go through. I never found out what Philip did to push it through, especially with the tiny amount of clout and money he’d had back then, but after that, he became known as the man who fixed problems.

      With typical teenager shortsightedness, I grew to resent his freedom while I was cooped up under curfew. I stopped confiding in him, and he was hardly in the mindset to win over a surly teenager.

      My boyfriend had gotten rougher, meaner…he was abusing me, though I still struggled to admit it. When Philip had shown up at the group home for a visit, I hadn’t been there in days. He went looking for me and found me passed out in my boyfriend’s bed from alcohol or drugs or whatever else. He’d lit into my boyfriend, and I was convinced he’d have faced a murder charge if he hadn’t been more concerned with getting me to a hospital, where I was pronounced to be fine. “She’s lucky,” the doctor had said.

      “Well.” I forced a smile. “Everything worked out for the best.”

      Philip snorted. “Too fucking late, in my opinion.”

      Guilt had been written all over the judge’s face when Philip had applied for custody again. He had an apartment in a better part of the city by then, but we all knew it was because of that incident that the judge had awarded custody to him. And living with him, where he had sheltered me from the harsher side of life all these years, was the best thing that could have happened to me.

      I’d been protected, allowed to heal and flourish without any pressure at all. Dancing had been a way to express myself and take back control of my body. This was the next step.

      “I’m grateful you were there for me. I’ll always love you for that, but it’s time for me to leave.”

      There was a long pause while he stared into the empty fire grate. “I know. I guess I’ve known for some time, but I’ve been in denial, because I like having you here.”

      My chest tightened. “I like being here too, which is part of why it’s taken me so long to get to this point. But I’ll come back and visit.”

      “You’d better. I want to hear more about this studio.”

      “Of course I’ll be asking for your advice, seeing as you’re so successful in business. Albeit a slightly different industry.”

      “Customer satisfaction, marketing. The same principles apply.” He nodded sagely. “And I’m going to be in charge of security.”

      His brand of security in a dance studio? “It’s open for discussion,” I promised.

      “There’s one more thing I need to ask you.”

      I braced myself. “Shoot.”

      “Perhaps it would be better if you did come to me with questions…and not Drew. At least, not to him alone.”

      Oh God, I was being warned away right when I needed to tell him we were together. Considering I’d just gotten him to graciously accept the opening of the studio and my imminent move, this was so not the time to push for one more thing. But I couldn’t outright lie. Drew didn’t deserve that.

      Caution slowed my words. “Why do you say that?”

      “Well.” He grimaced slightly. “I normally wouldn’t divulge this, since I consider him a friend, but it’s different where family is involved. I know you’re simply using him as a resource, but the truth is, I think he has a bit of a crush on you.”

      “I don’t—What?”

      “For years, really. At first, I worried it might be reciprocal, but…” He shrugged. “It’s Drew, so he’s not going to push you into anything, but maybe it’s best not to meet with him alone. To lead him on, even unintentionally.”

      Oh Lord.

      He knew about Drew’s interest in me? And wanted to protect him. From me. I almost laughed.

      “Anyway,” he said. “You have a business to start. When can I see this new studio?”

      I considered telling him right then. What could I say? Yes, he’s had a crush on me, and it’s reciprocal, and oh by the way, we had some bad sex just now on your carpet. No.

      It wasn’t just that I was worried about how he would take it. I didn’t want anyone to know yet. My relationship with Drew, whether just sex or something more lasting, was something rare and precious. If everyone knew, they would weigh in; they would change it; they might ruin it, and I couldn’t risk that.

      Instead I cleared my throat. “Very soon. It needs some work before I can open.”

      First, I wanted to show it to someone else.

    

  

  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            8

          

        

      

    

    
      After showering for the night, I dressed in a cotton T-shirt and yoga pants. With a duffel bag slung over my shoulder, I headed downstairs. Trying to play it cool, even though I would’ve made the worst spy in the whole world.

      “Rose?”

      I backed up a few steps. My brother was sitting in the library, one leg slung over the other and a book open in his lap. “It’s late,” he said. There was no censure in his tone—there didn’t need to be. He was used to having his implicit curfew obeyed, and I was used to following it.

      “Just meeting a friend,” I said, hoping I wouldn’t have to lie too much to get out of here. I wanted to come clean with Philip, but later. Once Drew and I were more solid, more sure, and not when I was on my way out the door to meet him.

      He frowned. “What friend?”

      “An old one.”

      “Why are you dressed like that?”

      “We’re going to work out together.” Sex was a form of physical exercise, right? Oh, I was going to hell for this.

      He seemed to consider pressing the issue, but he finally turned back to his book. “Don’t come back too late.”

      I mumbled something that would hopefully pass for agreement. If the night went according to plan, I’d come back very late. The plan was very simple. To have sex. Real, regular sex where something of his got inserted into something of mine. Dancing around the issue had been fun, but every ballet needed a climax.

      My ballet studio slumbered in the shadows as I drove past. Drew’s condo was only a couple turns away, which was a lovely accident. A complete coincidence, or had I once heard that he lived near Lincoln Park? Was that why this studio had seemed so enticing? But no, it was perfect all on its own. This was plain old good luck. Serendipity to sweeten the pot.

      Parking was dicey in this whole neighborhood, so I ended up across the street and one block away. The hems of my yoga pants grew soggy as I hurried along the sidewalk, but what really mattered was underneath.

      The doorman smiled when I told him my name. He’d been expecting me, he said. I rode the elevator to the ninth floor.

      Drew grinned as he opened the door. “Hey, you.”

      “Hey back. You…gonna let me in?”

      His grin remained steady. “Definitely. Just savoring the moment.” He waved me inside. “Never thought I’d see the day Rose Murphy showed up at my door.”

      I stopped still at the sight of a fully laid-out dining table. The table itself was small, but its dark wood surface was almost completely obscured by two elaborate place settings, candles, and a low, rectangular arrangement of carnations.

      “Wow.” I looked down at my yoga pants with their soggy hems. “I feel seriously underdressed.”

      He waved a hand in dismissal. “Don’t worry about it.”

      I looked dubiously at his slacks and rumpled shirt. Not a tuxedo, at least, but he clearly outshone me.

      “I’m sorry, Drew. Honestly. I know I should have told him by now.”

      “No, it’s okay. I understand why you haven’t yet. He’d just meddle. It’s nice to be with you…just the two of us.”

      “That’s exactly it,” I said, relieved that he felt it too. The sad truth was that if he were looking for a woman with sophistication and charm, that wasn’t me. I was just Rose, the sister of Philip, the silent dancer on the stage. I still wasn’t sure what he’d found in me of value, but I had enough faith in him to know he had. With him, I was worth more than how I looked or whose blood I shared.

      “Drew,” I said. “I’m not that hungry.”

      “God, me neither.” His expression made the words a lie. He looked hungry…starving…dying for a sip, and I felt it too. Ragged inside, empty. Waiting for something to fill me up, and there was the hallway. His bedroom was only ten feet away. All I needed was courage.

      “I have something to show you. But maybe more private.” I laughed a little, at myself. “Somewhere a little darker than this. I’m not sure I’m ready for a lit room yet.”

      He didn’t laugh. His face was somber, the lines of his face traced in charcoal shadow. His eyes, though. They were full of compassion, brimming with gratitude. Trust me, and I’ll never fail you, they promised, while my heart beat with my answer. He’d always been asking, I realized, with those sexy, soulful eyes, but he’d only moved forward when the answer had changed to yes.

      He took my hand and led me down the hallway. In his bedroom, he clicked on the bathroom light, lending a glow to the room. Enough to see by, as I stood in the middle. Enough to show him, as I toed off my sneakers and pushed down my pants. Years of professional dance training, but I lacked grace completely. I must have made the strangest striptease, yanking off my dumpy clothes. Hopefully the endgame would be worth it.

      I stood still and allowed him to inspect me. Black lace pushed my breasts together, creating cleavage I was usually too small for. The sheer fabric of my thong rubbed against my smooth skin.

      The light rained down on me, while he stood in the shade, his expression obscure.

      “Is this okay?” My voice sounded anxious.

      “Oh, Jesus,” he said roughly. “Are you asking me that?”

      I laughed shortly. “I guess so.”

      “I just need to… No. I need to stand here until I can touch you without falling all over you and… I need to make it good this time.”

      “I liked it before,” I said softly. I liked watching him enjoy himself. I only wished he’d finished inside me. I wanted to hear him groan while his weight hovered over me, while his head hung beside mine, while our muscles strained together in a timeless dance.

      “On the bed.”

      I climbed onto the dark blue bedspread and glanced back at him. He groaned. Then he stalked toward me, shedding his clothes as he came. He left his briefs on this time. I glanced down and then up, a question in my eyes.

      A brief shake of the head. No, not yet.

      His hand started at my ankle, skimming the outside. Almost innocent, that touch. Wondering and kind. He felt higher, along my thigh. His hand skipped lightly over the scrap of thong at my hip, like a pebble over the water’s surface. I shivered as his hand skated over my side and ended below my breasts.

      Our eyes met. In his, I saw a battle being waged. Control and wildness. Gentleness and relief.

      “Take me,” I whispered, trusting him to understand. Do what you will, make me feel.

      He transformed in front of me. A killing blow for whatever chivalry might have fought. His fist wrapped around my ankle, tugging me closer to the edge. The other hand spread me wide. I knew without being able to see that the black fabric did little to cover me. Especially now that it was wet.

      “I should kiss you first,” he said, his voice like gravel.

      I licked my lips in anticipation. At the same time, my hips lifted slightly off the bed.

      His eyes flickered with heat. “Later. First I need to do this.”

      He bent his head and pressed a kiss to the top of my mound. Chaste and sweet, yet my sex clenched, begging to be filled. He tugged the thong aside and slid his tongue between the slippery lips of my sex. I gasped at the warm contact, letting my head fall back.

      His tongue worked on me, speaking silent, dirty words and painting their portraits in my head. He lashed at my clit until I cried out; then he delved lower and deeper, teasing me until I cried out again, this time in frustration. He replaced his mouth with fingers then, slipping them inside me while his tongue curled around my clit.

      “Oh God. Oh please. I need…”

      “What do you need?” he murmured.

      “You. I need you to—”

      But that was enough. He cut off my words with a well-placed flick. My body clenched up tight, my legs locking straight, my hands clinging to the bedspread as if it could moor me. The orgasm was a soft and pleasant relief, like a warm summer’s rain on my naked, upturned skin.

      He wasn’t satisfied. His tongue continued at almost the same rhythm, the same urgent intensity, and my body was too willing to follow. My hips rocked against his mouth, obeying his tune, no longer my own. I was reduced to nothing but moans and sighs, the climb of my arousal and the clench as he withheld. Then his fingers found a place inside me, one that made my back arch up and a high cry fall from my lips. I came again, harder this time, and sweeter.

      “Almost there,” he promised.

      Oh God, I’d die before he got there, wherever that was. But he wasn’t asking for permission. The cautious, solicitous Drew had been left behind at the beautifully arranged table with its candles and flowers. This was the rest of him, feral and insatiable. He licked and sucked at me like he was desperate for every drop of me. I wasn’t even sure he was aware of my pleasure in this, except that I felt my climax grow again. Impossibly, again. My thighs shook with the strain, my vision went fuzzy. I sobbed something, his name, a plea, and then I felt wetness flow over his fingers and bed as I came again.

      My sex was still throbbing with the echoes of my orgasm as he quickly rolled on a condom.

      “Hands on the bed,” he said.

      At the sternness of his tone, I put my hands at my side.

      He softened, but only slightly. “Another time, you can have free rein. Tie me to the bed and do what you want to me. But I need to do this right, need to feel you coming around my cock. Need to feel you wet and hot against my balls. Do you understand what I’m saying?”

      My lips were parted…in surprise, in desire. I clenched my hands in the bedspread. He wanted me to stay still and take it. He wanted permission to well and truly fuck me.

      I met his gaze. “Please,” I said.

      He was on top of me, inside me. I gasped at the fullness, but there wasn’t even time to be properly shocked. He pounded into me so hard I was forced to relinquish my anchor and hold on to him instead. I grasped his shoulders, and he rewarded me with a groan. His body slammed against mine, both cruel and entirely generous. His harsh breaths were a beautiful music in my ear, an aria I could listen to all night if he would play it for me. But he was more thoughtful than I’d given him credit for, more talented too. He shifted slightly, and his cock found a new angle inside me. The same one he’d found with his fingers earlier, the one that made me arch and strangle a cry. He sought out my mouth with his, fusing our lips together while our bodies dueled in a sensual violence below. The tension inside me built. It strung up tight until I couldn’t breathe.

      “Fuck, yes,” he groaned. “Come on me. Let me feel it.”

      My body helplessly obeyed. I clenched around him, releasing more wetness just as he’d promised. A choked sound escaped him. He held my shoulder with one hand, my waist with the other. Pinned me to the bed and ground against me, rocking through his climax with an agonized groan.

      Even after he finished, he remained inside me. His cock flexed, and my sex rippled around him. In my delirium, I imagined a conversation. Body language. That was fun. Yes, let’s do it again. As if he’d heard it too, he laughed.

      “I’m not ready yet,” he said. “But soon.”

      He rolled off and lay beside me, keeping hold of my hand. He tugged my hand to him and kissed my knuckles.

      “Come on. You didn’t even get to eat the chocolate torte I planned to seduce you with.”

      My stomach rumbled, and I laughed.

      “That’s it,” he said. “Dinner first. Then chocolate torte. It can still serve its purpose.”

      “Okay,” I agreed. I turned to face him, an irrepressible grin on my face. “But let’s both be underdressed this time. No clothes.”

      “Jesus, you’re perfect.”
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      The studio was nestled in a row of businesses, tucked behind a small courtyard. The area was relatively safe—I had no doubt it would be safer once Philip found out about it. No doubt he would call in favors at the police station for increased patrols, just like he’d done in Colin’s neighborhood.

      My real estate agent and I had done a walk-through and signed the lease that afternoon. I stopped by home—well, Philip’s home anyway, which wouldn’t be my home as soon as basic renovations were complete. I filled a canvas tote bag to the brim with paint and fabric swatches, sneaking in basic toiletries in case I decided to spend the night there.

      Or at Drew’s condo.

      As I drove back to the studio, rain began to fall in fat drops on the windshield. I slowed down once I turned off the highway. Light from the streetlamps and signage bounced off slick surfaces, creating a dark, glittery cavern. I passed the storefronts where the coffee shop next door was spilling over with a mix of college kids gearing up for the night and tired execs grabbing a latte so they could make it through the bedtime routine. Everyone was huddled against the chilly rain, dashing between their cars and the overhang in front of the shops.

      I pulled around to the small parking garage behind the building and slid one of the automatic cards into the slot. The gate lifted, and I found a safe, dry spot inside. Smiling, I slipped the spare key into the bag. Maybe I’d give it to Drew when we met. If it didn’t seem too forward, too presumptuous.

      Though I didn’t think so. Things were moving fast but right on track. And maybe not so fast if I considered the years he’d spent waiting for me to be ready—when I’d been waiting for that too.

      I spent the next hour taking measurements of the walls and the windows for the renovations, big and small, that I would do. The upstairs was mostly unfinished and, I was disheartened to realize, would take more work to turn into a living space than I had thought. Maybe I should snag an apartment nearby and leave this as a break room. And we’d need a staging room for costumes at some point. I’d ask Drew when he showed up.

      My phone vibrated on the bare tiled floor, the glow lit with four letters.

      “Hey, you.”

      “Sorry I’m running late. Work ran over.” I could hear the swish-swish of the wipers in the background.

      “Tell Philip you get to leave early now that you’re dating his sister.”

      “I don’t think that would go over so well, but I’m glad you told him about the studio.”

      “He didn’t freak out.”

      “He won’t freak out about us either.” At my silence, he amended, “I’d deal with him if he did.”

      “I’ll tell him soon, I promise. How far are you?”

      “One minute. I already stopped by my place. I wanted to…well, I guess you’ll figure it out at some point. I wanted to pick up a little in case I lured you back there.”

      Something warmed inside me that he had planned to ask me to stay the night with him—and that he cared what I thought of his place. “So you’re a bit of a slob, is what you’re telling me.”

      “A consummate bachelor,” he confirmed. “You’ll have to beat it out of me, I’m afraid.”

      “I know I’ve told you I’m not into the kinky stuff.”

      “Don’t knock it till you’ve tried it. I’ve been told I have an ass that turns a lovely shade of red.”

      I laughed, blushing until I was sure my cheeks were a similar color.

      “We’ll only do what you’re comfortable with. I can promise you that, Rose.”

      “I liked what we did last time. I’m not sure how much further I can really go…or what else is out there.”

      He was quiet a moment, and I heard shifting in the car. “I didn’t just mean sex. I mean us. I’m serious about being with you. I’m serious about you, Rose.”

      My eyes fell shut. I wasn’t sure I could get the words out—but I didn’t know the right ones anyway. There was only a mass of desire that had little to do with physical acts, kinky or otherwise. I wanted him with an intensity that stole my breath and roused a fear that I would somehow lose him. Invisible arms waited in the wings to snatch away the things I wanted most.

      “You don’t believe me?” he asked quietly.

      “I believe you,” I said slowly. “I guess I can’t believe I actually have you, that I deserve you. It’s all so quick.”

      I heard the smile in his voice. “Sweetheart, I’ve been waiting for you to come around for years. If this is your idea of quick, I’d hate to see you take it slow.”

      I grinned. “Ah, but that’s all going to change tonight. I only need to spend a few more minutes here, and then we can head out. There’s a cabinet that’s too high for me to reach properly, and I wanted to ask you a question about renovating the upstairs. Then we have the rest of the night to…speed up.”

      “Okay, hang tight.” The tick-tick-tick sound of a turn signal interrupted him. “I’m just parking, and I’ll be over.”

      Curious, I wandered to the window, which was free of blinds or curtains. His silver Lexus was backing into a spot across the street, the red-and-yellow brake lights blurring in the rain. I put my fingers to the cool window as I’d done that first night. Back then, it had seemed like this was as close as we’d ever get, watching through the glass.

      Now we had touched, and we would again tonight. All the nights unfolded before us, my newfound lust stretching its legs, a strengthening hope finding its balance. Truthfully, I wanted as long as he would have me, but I knew better than to tell him. Surely that would scare him away—as it would any sane man after a week of pseudo-dating.

      I started to turn away from the window, to go downstairs and unlock the front door and let him in, but something caught my eye. A flash of white splashed across the brick-faced wall across the street as a small delivery truck careened around the corner.

      It was too slippery for him to stop, he wouldn’t stop. I could see it happening. I shouted, but my words were caught by the glass and the storm. Drew crossed the street with his head down, just a blur of black suit jacket and pale, vulnerable flesh.

      In a blur of white metal, he was lying in the street. I flew down the stairs, hurtled across the street, and held him, crying for him. Is he okay, they asked me, milling around, taking up all the air. I don’t know, of course not, he can’t be okay after being hit like that, oh God, oh God, I don’t know.

      His eyes were closed, the side of his white shirt stained black, but he was breathing. Faintly, barely—I pressed my ear right to his chest and clung there. And then a person was telling me they’re sending an ambulance.

      Thank you, bless you, oh God.
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      The world was unnaturally quiet, as if someone had turned the volume down. I could still answer the cop’s questions, I could hear the nurse tell me no, they couldn’t share information with me, but it all came through a misty white haze.

      I huddled on a wooden chair, staring blankly at a late-night talk show on the small TV. There was a cup of lukewarm coffee in my hands, though I couldn’t say where I’d gotten it.

      If only he pulled through…if only, if only. I prayed to a God I was sure had turned his back on me a long time ago. In the end, I knew it would come down to a handful of luck, a toss of the die that would decide our fates. Easier to believe that than to blame myself.

      I couldn’t help but wonder if I could have, should have prevented this. He was coming to see me, after all. If I hadn’t invited him over…if I’d never stripped for him at my window…then I would be trapped in my tower, but he would be safe.

      Though I hadn’t examined every possible outcome, my fear had been consuming—and damned certain. Break free and something bad will happen. I just thought it would happen to me instead, and now I wished it had.

      People came and went through the waiting room, as if they were on a subway: come sit down, wait awhile, then get up and leave. But I never left, barely ever moved, just went round and round the tracks, a dry and rattling husk.

      Jarring footsteps clicked down the hall toward me, and Philip rounded the corner.

      “Jesus, are you okay?”

      Everyone kept asking that. I wasn’t even sure what okay felt like at the moment.

      Luckily, Philip was a force of nature. He didn’t require my input to whip through the hospital wing and tear their official privacy procedures apart with his money and his threats.

      In fifteen minutes, we had a doctor standing outside the doors telling us that Drew had come out of surgery in stable condition, that he would likely make a full recovery, that he was a lucky man. Those were his words: He’s a lucky man.

      I sagged with relief even while my empty stomach heaved. Only Philip’s arm around my waist kept me from sinking to the blue speckled floor. Philip thanked the doctor and asked about visitation. When he woke up, and even then it would be severely restricted. One person at a time, thirty minutes each.

      When the doctor left, Philip pulled me into a wonderfully painful hug. Tears sprang to my eyes. I threw my arms around his neck.

      “I’m so glad you’re okay.” He frowned, as if the strangeness of the situation had just dawned on him. “But what…why are you here, anyway?”

      Lies flitted through my head, some reasonable, some ridiculous. I was just asking his advice on the lease. We were planning a surprise party for you. Whatever.

      I didn’t have the heart to lie anymore, and as much as I feared Philip’s reaction, I knew he wouldn’t really harm Drew, especially when he was already laid up in the hospital.

      “Philip. There’s something else you should know. That crush you mentioned, it’s…” I searched for the right words, thinking of what he’d said about waiting for me to return those feelings. “Well, it’s reciprocal. In fact, you could say we’re a couple.”

      He stared at me with an incredulous expression. “What exactly do you mean?”

      I wasn’t about to spell it out for him. We’ve been having sex in your house. Never mind that we were both consenting adults. The fact that we’d felt the need to hide it was indictment enough.

      Guilt had been a thick, jagged pill all this time, and now that he knew, it burned like acid in my stomach.

      “He has feelings for me,” I said as neutrally as I could manage.

      “And you return them.”

      The flatness of his voice was more worrisome than yelling would have been. His eyes were cold, his jaw set.

      Part of me had hoped all my worry was unnecessary, overkill, and he would accept my relationship with Drew with grace and forbearing as he’d done for my ballet studio.

      But it was clear that he was pissed. Royally pissed. The only thing I could do was lay my cards on the table.

      “I care for him a lot. This isn’t just… I think it’s serious between us.”

      Philip laughed, a harsh sound. “That’s a lot of uncertainty. Which is it, are you serious or not?”

      “Well,” I stammered, “it’s still early.”

      “Right. Early. And what the hell am I supposed to do if things don’t work out?”

      I blinked. “How would it—”

      “How would it affect me if my sister breaks the heart of the one man who’s indispensable to my work? What am I going to do if he suddenly quits? This is the business that keeps us all strong, all safe, and you’re risking it for a fling you aren’t even sure about?”

      “No. I’m sure about it. About him.”

      He made a disbelieving sound. “Hundreds of other men in the world, and you had to pick him. I knew you would date eventually. I wasn’t thrilled with the idea, but it was inevitable. But him? He’s the one man who’s off-limits to you.”

      The subtext sounded more like you can’t have him. He’s mine. I half expected him to pee on Drew just to mark his territory.

      Anger bubbled up in me, a welcome respite from the hurt I felt. “That’s not up to you to decide. You don’t own him, where you can decide who he dates. And for that matter, you don’t own me.”

      Ruthless calculation filled his eyes. “Are you sure about that?” he asked quietly.

      The words dropped like lead. Was this what we had come to? “I have my savings. I don’t need your money or your protection anymore.”

      “But he does. I can ruin him, make it so he’s run out of the city. No one will hire him.”

      I glared at my brother. Drew’s job was everything to him. The long hours he spent, the years of loyal service proved it was far more than a paycheck to him. His story about how he’d come to work for my brother had been a turning point for him. Would he leave it for me? Could I ask him to?

      By the smug look on Philip’s face, he knew exactly where his words had hit.

      “It doesn’t matter,” I said, though the words sounded desperate to my own ears. “I wish you were okay with us, but we don’t need your blessing. You won’t change my mind, and you won’t change his.”

      He leaned in. “I’ve been indulgent with you, so you may have forgotten something. I don’t lose.”

      Searching his gaze, I found cold determination where there was usually warmth. “I don’t understand why this makes you so upset. Why can’t you just be happy for us?”

      “You left my house when I said you could. He’s done working for me when I say so. I run things, Rose. I control things. I keep you and Colin safe by doing so, and that’s not going to change until I’m dead.”

      Sadness welled up inside me. He was so caught up in building an empire he didn’t realize it was already too big, overpowering, leaving no room for something as simple as happiness.

      I shook my head. “Maybe you can live that way, but I can’t. And Drew shouldn’t have to.”

      Philip was right about one thing: he had controlled me. From the moment he took custody of me, he told me what to do, and I did it. He also took care of me, protected me, and for that I would always be grateful. But I couldn’t go on this way. I had always been half a woman. With Drew, I was whole.

      For a moment, we said nothing, trapped by our frustration and fear for Drew in a tense stalemate. Finally Philip offered curtly, “I’ll call you a cab. You should get some rest.”

      “I can’t leave him.”

      Philip scowled.

      I looked down at the bright reflective tile, seeing instead Drew lying in the street, damp with rain and blood, eyes closed and unmoving.

      He’s a lucky man. The words echoed what I had thought in the minutes before Drew had been struck and what the doctor had said about me. I was lucky, he was lucky, both of us. And look what happened. It felt a little like punishment, like flying too close to the sun and being made to melt.

      I’d acted like I had all the time in the world. Just waited and waited while my dreams were within reach, while the man I loved sat across the table at Christmas dinner. We’d finally gotten together—too late.

      “Hey,” Philip said softly, lifting my chin with his finger. “He’ll be okay.”

      Tears sprang to my eyes. We had been cast as enemies for the first time in forever, but he was still my brother.

      A nurse came out, asking for the kin of Drew Laramie.

      “Can I see him?”

      She eyed me kindly. “He’s very groggy from the pain meds, but visitation is open for half an hour. And you’ll have to go one at a time.”

      Philip put his hand on my arm.

      I turned back, sending him my fiercest glare. “Don’t.”

      A ghost of a smile touched his lips. “You won’t win this.”

      Shaking him off, I followed the nurse, and thankfully, he didn’t try to stop me this time. He had enough presence and bribe money to ensure he could speak to Drew first or even bar me completely, but ours was a strange and heartrending crossfire.

      The nurse opened the door and gestured me inside. Apprehension seized my next step, as if seeing him in there would make it real. As if I could keep him—and myself—safe from harm with my ignorance alone.

      Shaking it off, I pushed into the dark room and heard the door swing shut behind me.

      He was folded into a white hospital bed and hooked up to machinery. His eyes opened a few seconds later. My heart thudded painfully, the sound of my own blood rushing over the beeping in the room.

      “Rose?” His voice was hoarse, almost a croak.

      I rushed to him. “Drew, I’m sorry I didn’t… I couldn’t…” Couldn’t reach you, couldn’t help.

      He smiled faintly, though it felt sad. “It’s okay, Rose. I’m okay.”

      It was like he’d heard every unanswered question: Is he okay? Are you okay? And he answered with more than his words—with the sharp glint of intelligence and humor in his bruised eyes. With the steady rise and fall of the white knit blanket over his chest.

      I sat in the chair at his side, taking hold of his hand. His skin was paler than usual, almost white under the harsh yellow lamp above his bed. It reassured me that his grip was firm where he squeezed my fingers.

      Not too late.

      Tentatively, I curved my hands around his, gratified to feel him warm and solid, even more when he gently squeezed in response.

      “Is there anything I can get you? Anything I can do to make you more comfortable?”

      “Yes,” he sighed.

      His eyes slid shut, and after a minute, I realized he had fallen asleep. I perched my hip on the side of the bed, not breaking contact with my hands wrapped up in his, my gaze on his face—my heart filled with an urgent, overwhelming emotion. Too acute for love, really. Too painful.

      The glass was inside me now, shards cutting into my heart—but far worse than this would be having him removed. Losing him to an accident, to my brother’s obsessive need for control.

      I wanted to lie beside him, curled up all the way inside him, even, but I couldn’t risk hurting him. I released his hand only long enough to drag a plastic folding chair over to the bedside. I curled my arm around his hand, protectively, possessively, just before sleep overtook me.
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      The sound of male voices washed over me, a babbling brook, a rush of cool water that soothed my racing heart before I came fully awake. A smile curved my lips. I loved to hear them, the pleasant sounds of their plotting, the gentle affection of friends who pretended otherwise.

      It meant they were safe at home too. I worried whenever they were gone, afraid of unseen enemies. Although I didn’t know why I had fallen asleep near them—that was strange. I didn’t even know where in the house we were, considering my face was smashed against something stiff and crinkly that smelled of rubbing alcohol.

      Groggily, I pushed myself up, wincing at the ache in my knees. I rubbed the sleep from my eyes, frowning at the sight in front of me. Drew’s beautiful skin swathed in white sheets and blue-patterned fabric. My brother standing on the opposite side of the bed, looking pissed as hell.

      The crash, the hospital—I remembered now. It came back to me in a sudden breathless rush. My heart clenched all over again, my body aching with sympathy pain. Drew didn’t need my horror right now, or my fear, so I forced my shock back.

      I suspected it had been longer than the thirty minutes we’d been allotted. And we’d definitely broken the one-at-a-time rule, but I was grateful for more time with Drew however it came. Blearily, I blinked at the clock above his bed. Three o’clock. In the morning? Yeah, we’d gone over visiting hours.

      “Are you feeling okay?” My words came out slurred and sleep heavy.

      He smiled, though it didn’t reach his eyes. “Better now. Philip, can we have a minute?”

      My brother nodded and left the room. Suspicion flared at his easy acquiescence. Who knew what horrible things he’d told Drew while I slept.

      “Don’t listen to him,” I said.

      Drew gave me a crooked smile. “How do you know what he’s been saying?”

      “I can imagine. Did he say you’d be fired if you dated me? Because he’s totally bluffing.” I hoped, anyway.

      “No, he didn’t say that. But I… Rose, I have to be straight with you.” His voice cracked, and in that sound, I heard the hollowness I’d been so afraid of, saw the invisible hands already gripping him. He was safe and healthy, or he would be soon, but he was lost to me, leaving me.

      “This is because of my brother. Whatever he said, whatever he threatened you with—”

      “No,” he snapped, and I almost wanted to acquiesce then so he wouldn’t strain himself so soon. But I couldn’t walk away, not when relief had been so strong. He was embedded so deeply that if I pulled him out now, I’d bleed all over the floor.

      His mouth worked, forming the words before forcing them out. “How can I ask you to wait for me?”

      Impossibly, a rough laugh emerged. “I’ve been waiting my whole life for you. I wouldn’t know how to stop.”

      “I don’t want to hurt you.”

      Then I suppose it didn’t matter that he’d carved his way into my heart, that he’d sliced into my soul. He’d ripped me to shreds and then lovingly handed back the pieces. Here, he said kindly, and I wanted to cry.

      “I have a week in the hospital, at least, and after that, I don’t even know what condition I’ll be in, how long it will be until I can get around.”

      I met his eyes. “You think I would care about that?”

      “I care, damn it.” His nostrils flared. “You finally left Philip’s place and started your studio. The last thing you need is me whining to you over the phone.”

      My teeth clenched. “You insult us both.”

      Anguish flooded his gaze, pain and embarrassment and a sense of helplessness all swirling together in a dark well. “Just go home, Rose. You’ve been here all night. You look awful.”

      My laugh was watery. “Gee, thanks.”

      “I’m sorry. I didn’t mean… Hell. I just want you to go home and rest. All I’m going to do is lie here, but if you’re here too, I’ll worry about you.”

      “How can I leave you like this?” I whispered.

      He glanced at the beeping, blinking machinery that held him in its web. He looked down at the thin white sheets that covered him. “Because I’m asking you to.”

      I turned and blindly stumbled from the room, because I could do no less than what he wanted from me, no less than what he’d done for me once. I walked past a stone-faced Philip and out into the still night, dropping tears like breadcrumbs as I left the man I’d come to think of as home.

      The winking stars lent me comfort and lured me away from the yellow cabs streaking through the street. I turned the corner, heading on autopilot for the one place left to me. The only thing still whole. The glue that would keep me together when my family and my love were both lost.

      A small crowd gathered late at night in the coffee shop. I pushed blindly past them. A couple sat on the benches in the courtyard, making out, their caresses well hidden by thick jackets and hats. I ducked my head against the vortex always present here, a result of three walls and Chicago’s windy weather.

      The key slid into the lock. It didn’t turn.

      I tried again, jiggling a little before I lifted my gaze. A large pink paper was taped from the inside. Voluntary Operating Permit Injunction. Looked like Philip had followed through on his threat after all.

      Which left me with exactly nothing.
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      I rang the doorbell a second time, shifting the grocery bag to my other hip. I heard shuffling behind the silver-plated door, achingly slow. Then it opened.

      A heather-gray T-shirt hung from Drew’s broad shoulders, showing just a hint of smooth skin low on his hips where blue sweatpants sat. I’d always had a fetish for crisp, starchy fabrics, but somehow the loose, baggy fabric emphasized the hard lines of his body. It would have been sexy and adorable if it weren’t for the scratches on the side of his face.

      Crisscrossed patches along his cheek and temple. Shallow cuts, surface signs of the deeper trauma his body bore within. Three fractured ribs, a concussion. Severe bruising, lacerations. A goddamn miracle he was still alive, much less standing.

      He frowned. “How did you get up here?”

      “Bribed the doorman.”

      “Taking after your brother?”

      “Well, when you can learn from the best… Are you going to let me in?”

      “Can I stop you?”

      That earned him a look. “Probably not. I can’t believe you didn’t call me.”

      With a bemused expression, he stepped back, opening the door wider. I gave him a regal nod and went in. I’d gone to the hospital to visit him only to find he’d checked out against the doctor’s advice. Against my advice, which he hadn’t bothered to ask for. Whatever this crap was about needing time and space…well, he could have all he wanted once he’d healed. He cared about me. I knew that in my soul. And for now he needed someone to take care of him. I’d damned well earned the right to do it.

      I set the stuffed paper bag down on the kitchen island and began taking things out. A large container of chicken soup with dumplings. Little cups of jello and yogurt. Some instant oatmeal he could make on the fly. He followed me and leaned against the wall.

      “You know my teeth didn’t get knocked out in the accident, right?”

      “I see you get sarcastic when you’re in pain. I can deal with that.”

      His eyes narrowed. “Didn’t I ask you to leave me alone?”

      Aim and fire. My heart skipped a beat. Of course he’d be surly. I’d known the emotional gauntlet I was walking into here, but it still hurt to hear.

      “And I did,” I said evenly. “But that doesn’t mean I’m going to let you starve. Unless you have some other ex who’s going to make you dinner?”

      He rolled his eyes. “You know there’s no one but you.”

      I sucked in a breath. Even when he was trying to be mean, he was the sweetest man I’d ever known. It broke my heart that he felt he needed to push me away. I still didn’t totally understand why. I wanted to push for an answer, but not right now. He held himself rigid, his hands tucked in his underarms as if he were holding himself up that way. A thin film of sweat beaded on his forehead, betraying the strain it took just to remain upright.

      “When are you due for your pain medicine?”

      He raised his shoulder in a shrug. Then winced and lowered his shoulder more slowly.

      “Come on. Time to lie down.”

      I approached him, ready to coax or persuade or coerce him into doing just that. He surprised me by slinging an arm over my shoulder and leaning on me so heavily my weak knees almost buckled. He must have been worse off than I’d realized. We limped past the neat, spare living room into the neat, spare bedroom.

      The dark sheets were rumpled now, instead of neatly made like the day he’d invited me over. He must have done so in anticipation of my arrival, of that chocolate torte seduction, and the care he’d taken for me broke my heart all over again. He slumped onto the bed without ceremony, sprawled awkwardly until I gently tugged him straight by each limb and pulled the sheets up around him.

      I found the little orange bottles beside the sink, knocked askew. The white labels were faded and ink-stained from having been soggy, then slowly drying. I imagined him dumping them, hurriedly opening them and swallowing them down with water from the tap, no time or energy to even grab a glass. Firming my lips, I deciphered the instructions and brought him a fresh dosage.

      He was already half-asleep when I returned. I nudged him awake, knowing he’d sleep more easily with the pain medicine in his system. He blinked up at me blearily, and I pushed the cup of water into his hand.

      Slowly, painfully, he propped himself on one elbow and swallowed down the pills. The water sloshed to the side as his hand trembled. I took the glass and set it on the side table.

      His eyes went shut, and his body sank back onto the pillows. My heart throbbed to see him in so much pain. Whatever came of us, I was glad I could be here to help in small ways. The only thing worse than watching him in pain was imagining him struggling alone.

      I started to head back into the kitchen.

      “Why did you come back?” he murmured.

      My heart ached. I returned to his side, sitting on the edge of the bed. I flashed back to the hospital, to the edge of the thin, poorly padded bed where he’d once told me to go away.

      “I couldn’t have stayed away,” I said, feeling sad and rueful all at once.

      “Shouldn’t have come,” he mumbled. “Missed you.”

      I’d missed him like crazy too. And worried about him, whether he was healing okay, whether my brother was hassling him. Part of me had hoped he’d open the door and smile. He’d reach for me, and I’d rush into his arms. But that was a dream. This was real. The mix of hospital smell and the musky aroma of a man who hadn’t showered anytime today or even yesterday. Him telling me I shouldn’t be here even when he clearly needed somebody. And telling me he missed me because he wasn’t lucid enough to stop himself.

      What a sad mess we were.

      And at least partially because of Philip. Even though Drew claimed it wasn’t about him, I knew it was. My anger at my brother petered out when I considered the facts. He would never have reacted any other way. It was like me taking away a beloved toy from a tiger and getting upset when he growled and snapped. Though whether Drew or I were the toy, I wasn’t sure. Maybe both of us.

      While Drew slept, I put everything away in the fridge and acquainted myself with his apartment. Though really, I snooped. Not through medicine cabinets or anything that mundane. I sat in the armchair that looked the most used and read the book I’d brought. I stood in front of the window overlooking the city, imagining him here, holding a steaming cup of coffee before he left for work. I walked the carpet where his bare feet had trod and imagined myself welcomed here instead of intruding.

      I forced him awake later that night, and he dutifully drank down half a bowl of soup before drifting off to sleep again. Each morning I arrived at his apartment and made breakfast—oatmeal was upgraded to pancakes. During the day I made the calls necessary to get my business back on track. I knew that Philip could have derailed me forever if he’d wanted. Money, connections, clout. But it only took a few days to clear up the injunction so the contractors could start work again.

      The evenings were the most painful, wonderful time of the day. When Drew had rested enough to be lucid for a few hours straight, I made us both a simple dinner, and we ate on a tray in his bed. We kept to safe topics: movies, music. I even offered a bumbling soliloquy on the weather in a fit of awkward desperation. The more inane the conversation became, the more depressed I felt. Watching him jack himself off, held apart, should have been awkward, but instead it had felt right. Now we were cordial, and the sky was falling over my head.

      That night, I pushed through the glass doors of his condo building and waved to the doorman. I hadn’t really bribed him, unless you counted a smile and something about surprising my boyfriend with dinner. Which had been true, after all.

      Upstairs I knocked on Drew’s door, counting the seconds it would take to open. How many this time? Sixty on a good night. Upward of two hundred on the bad ones. One of these days, I thought, he wouldn’t let me in.

      But not today.

      The door opened almost immediately to reveal him, not in his drawstring pants or loose-slung T-shirts, but a suit. Smooth, well-pressed fabric and a neatly done-up tie.

      I blinked. “What are you doing?”

      “Going out,” he said.

      “On a date?” The words sprang forth before I could reel them in.

      His look was sardonic. “Give me a little credit. I’m going to work.”

      Well, yes, of course he was. One step away from death’s door, and he was back at work.

      “No. No way. You’ll collapse in the middle of a meeting.”

      “Your confidence in me is astounding.”

      “It’s been a week, Drew. I don’t care if you don’t want to be with me anymore.” A bold-faced lie. “But you can’t go running around a week after you get out of the hospital!”

      His eyes clouded. “There’s something I have to take care of.” He focused on me. “And I don’t want you coming back here.”

      “Drew, please. You’re not ready for this yet.” I wasn’t ready for this.

      “Rose, I’m serious. You can’t come back here.”

      “Don’t do this.”

      “I won’t let you in. I’ll tell the doorman to call the cops if you come back.”

      I took a breath and stared down at the beige carpet. The harshness was unexpected but probably what he’d needed to get through to me. I’d known this was coming, had prepared myself, but all the spit and polish couldn’t disguise that I was made of glass, and at the serious, harrowed look in his eyes, I cracked down the middle. Split in half, spilling tears and mortification where he could see, where he watched with a cold impassivity I’d only seen him use in the courtroom.

      Well, look at that. In sixty seconds, I was heading down in the elevator. Two hundred, and I was leaving the building, pushing into the crisp evening air. At least I had my answer. Tonight was a bad night.
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      I waved through the large-plated windows and turned the dead bolt on the door. Katie’s mother waved back to me as her daughter climbed into the backseat. Leaning slightly on the broom, I watched them pull away.

      After what had happened to Drew, I hadn’t been comfortable encouraging the parents to park across the street. Lindsey had helped me write an application to turn the meters in front of the courtyard into fifteen-minute parking zones so the parents could stop there to drop off and pick up and the girls wouldn’t have to cross the street.

      Of course, my application had been denied. A new little ballet studio hardly registered in Chicago’s transportation and parking policies. I’d mentioned it to Drew one time during dinner.

      A few days after he’d kicked me out of his apartment, city workers were outside my studio, painting new blue stripes over the old yellow ones. Apparently Philip wasn’t the only one with sway in the city back offices.

      The girls preferred to wait in the courtyard for their parents to pick them up, and I couldn’t really blame them. The fall weather was crisp and lovely, piling dry, orange-hued leaves onto the cobblestones.

      Those leaves were inevitably tracked into the studio, so I had grown accustomed to sweeping the springy marley floors while I considered the day, like a line drawn and new balance tallied. We’d had two new signups that day. A good thing for a brand-new business.

      Parents could sign up for month-to-month contracts, but so far everyone had chosen the discounted six-month rates. A very good thing, considering the guaranteed cash flow for me and the commitment it showed on their part.

      After three weeks of renovations, To the Pointe had opened with a single class of five girls made up of friends of friends through my dance troupe. Since then, I’d had five more signups, and I was currently looking at the best schedule for splitting the girls into two classes.

      I threw myself into the studio, but there was one indulgence I allowed myself. The same outlet that had kept me grounded for years: dance. Some people danced to be seen, a beautiful flame casting shadows as it moved—others just needed to burn.

      The final strains of “Clair de Lune” filtered through the speaker in the corner. I flicked half the lights off, setting the studio in shadows. This wasn’t for me to be seen, not by an audience or an instructor. It was to feel.

      The allure of ballet wasn’t about the melody or the art—it was the form. My body was fluid with the music and yet held rigidly within the bounds of predetermined movements.

      Thoughts of the studio or worry over Drew’s recovery blew away, replaced by the thick clouds of physical strain. I felt free running through the pas de basque I’d done a thousand times.

      When the music ended, I continued for a few minutes more, invigorated by the slight ache in my calves and accompanied only by my breath and the shudders of the mat.

      I moved into gentle stretches, slowly loosening the tension of the day. I’d found a lovely tension in my hamstring when the phone rang. Easing out of the position, I circled the small glass merchandise counter that held shoes and leotards for sale and picked up the cordless office phone.

      “To the Pointe. Can I help you?”

      A brief silence on the other end. “Hi, I heard you’d just opened in my neighborhood.”

      My breath caught in my throat at that low, familiar voice. It raised the hairs on my neck, that lovely tenor, and a longing ran so deep I feared it would split right through me.

      When I didn’t respond, he continued with a casualness that didn’t disguise his uncertainty. “I was wondering if I could take a tour of the place.”

      My heart was beating too fast, and the light sweat from my workout had turned to ice. Stalling, I said, “We’re closed.”

      “It so happens I know the owner. I was hoping she might make an exception. You see, I was supposed to come by sooner, but I got a bit…detained.”

      My vision blurred at the wry humor in his voice. He was always like that—able to make a joke out of anything, but not mocking. Not cruel. He found humor in the irony of life, found a way to be gentle and quiet in a city teeming with random violence. Even his rejection in the hospital had been painfully kind.

      Only later, in his apartment, had it stung.

      I swallowed back the excess emotion—the sorrow I’d felt for his injuries and my hope at what this phone call might mean. The place of hurt and waiting where my heart had lived these past four weeks. I wanted to stay angry at him, but all I could think was: how much have you hurt? How alone have you been?

      My voice came out wobbly, falling short of the casual self-possession that came so naturally to him. “She understands that accidents happen. She was just worried about you. And…she missed you.”

      “Ah, Rose.” A small crack in his voice, a husky declaration of intent. “I missed you too.”

      I wiped at the tear on my cheek. “Are you better? Are you well?”

      “Almost. I’m almost healed, but I walk with a limp. Like an old man now. Is that going to be okay with you?”

      A watery laugh was his answer. “We can match, then, because you know my knees are ruined anyway. We can hobble around together.”

      “Hobbling? I don’t know about that. The spinning thing you just did looked graceful to me.”

      I straightened. “Where are you?”

      “Picking up where I left off.”

      Breathless, I ran to the window. Sure enough, he was standing across the street. My heart lurched at the sight of him through the glass, so similar to that horrible night. The sky was clear and unusually bright, casting a milky glow across his face.
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      He leaned against his car, one arm slung across the roof of the Lexus, the other holding his cell to his ear. The picture of casual nonchalance and not a car in sight, yet I had to stop the words in my throat. Look out. Be safe. I love you.

      Because God, I did love him. Hadn’t I always? Inevitable, eternal, whether he bade me leave or stay.

      I scrunched up my nose at him, though surely the glare of moonlight hid my expression. “Are you stalking me?”

      “Define stalking.”

      “What you’re doing right now, basically.”

      “Ah, but I was invited to come see your place. Sure, that was a few weeks ago, but how was I to know there was an expiration date?”

      Emotion thickened my voice. “You’re the one who wanted me to leave.”

      “I know. I came to talk to you about that.” He straightened up so he could come to me. To walk into the street.

      “No, wait. Don’t.”

      He paused, midmotion. His voice was roughened with regret. “I know. I’m sorry. Just let me—”

      “Okay,” I burst out. “Let me come out and give you the key card. You can drive around to the parking garage.”

      There was a pause; then he spoke softly. “Nothing’s going to happen to me. I’ll look both ways this time.”

      “You did last time too. It was just—”

      “An accident.”

      I swallowed past the lump in my throat. “Which means it could happen again.”

      He nodded, the motion small but infinitely significant from where I stood. “That’s why I don’t want to waste another minute without you. Without telling you how I feel about you or what I want for us. And I don’t really want to do it thirty feet away, so the first step is to come inside.”

      “But—”

      The line went dead. With a quick but definite look both ways, he crossed the street. His gait was weighted to the left, swinging low before he caught himself, half falling on every step. I had seen enough busted knees to recognize the careful movements, a symptom of chronic pain—but not at all like the stiffness arousal lent him. He reached the curb and continued with agonizing deliberation across the leaf-strewn courtyard. The wind picked up leaves in his wake and tousled his hair. He arrived at the front door wearing a lopsided smile.

      Something stayed my hand for a moment, and I looked at him, thinking this is it. The last time he and I would ever be divided, separate entities—the last time I’d ever be trapped on the inside looking out. I’d ask him to stay with me. No time limits, no waiting. If he didn’t ask me first.

      I flipped the lock and opened the door. A spicy burst of autumn air entered first, followed by the more solid, musky scent of the man I loved. He bent to give me a chaste kiss, his lips cold but soft against mine.

      He surveyed the studio: the mauve walls with black silhouette etchings of little ballerinas along the seating area. Then the dance floor itself, a bland grayish color—more utilitarian than beautiful—and a wide expanse of mirrors broken only by a thick barre all around.

      He turned back, his expression bemused. “It’s beautiful.”

      “Really?” I said, a little flustered to realize how much his opinion mattered.

      His head tilted slightly in deliberation of his next words. “I think… If you don’t mind me saying it, I think you fit here. It’s modest.”

      I made a face. “Should I be insulted?”

      “You’re modest,” he said, too earnest and open and honest to be mean. “I always thought the pomp of the ballet was…too much sometimes.”

      “It was a chore, but that wasn’t why I did it. Besides, I would have thought you liked it, seeing as you always used Philip’s seats.”

      He looked at me sideways. “Rose, you must know by now that I don’t care about ballet aside from you.”

      “You never wanted to talk to me about ballet,” I accused. I had suspected his attendance was a sign of interest in me, but whenever I had broached the subject with him, he’d shut me down with monosyllabic answers and that damned bland expression.

      “What was I going to say, that I only went to see you in a leotard?”

      “Did you?” I asked, fascinated.

      “No,” he said firmly. “I went because it was what made you happy, and I wanted to see you happy. And because I got to see you in a leotard.”

      I laughed a little, blushing. I was wearing a leotard now too, although it was a heavy-duty black one with swishy blue shorts that ruined any potential sexy curves. Not that I had an excess of curves anyway—there was a reason I’d been so well suited to ballet. “I imagine my little show just now was a disappointment. That was just training, really.”

      His voice dropped, faintly teasing but full of promise. “It worked for me.”

      “Hmm.”

      “You don’t believe me?”

      “I’m more of a show-not-tell kind of girl.” A smile touched my lips as I thought of how much showing I’d done on that first night from my bedroom window. And a fair amount of telling too, the night we’d talked on the phone.

      I led him upstairs, neatly pushing aside any of the questions that loomed in front of us, most namely: what now? I didn’t want to know the answer, didn’t want to be turned away or let down again when hope was so strong within me, heightened by lust and a sweet relief to be near him again.

      Upstairs, I looked around, dismayed. I had slept at my brother Colin’s house for the first two nights after leaving Drew in the hospital. I’d had to swear that Philip hadn’t thrown me out, because technically he hadn’t. But damned if I was going to continue living with Philip while he tore apart my every dream just to prove he could. But my fortune had quickly changed. When I went to the city offices to reapply for my permits, I was told the ban had been lifted. Just like that? Philip must have changed his mind, though he wasn’t known for doing so. I didn’t question my luck. After that, I’d slept on a pile of questionable beanbags and floor cushions before having a daybed delivered. I’d thrown myself into renovating the studio downstairs and opening the business. It had been easier than dwelling on a recovery I wasn’t a part of.

      The sight at the window jarred me from my lust. A dark street with reflective puddles. Cars going by, too fast to stop if they had to. Something dark stirred in my stomach—fear and horror and more. Pulling away, I crossed the large open living room and stood in the same place I had that night, at the window looking out. Always watching, made mute by the walls I had erected. I hadn’t been able to help him then. Even now, my heart thudded in my ears, my palms sweaty with fear even though he was in the room, here, safe.
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      He came up behind me, the nearness and heat of his body reverberating through mine. I wanted nothing more than to turn around, grab him, and hold on, but this felt too fragile. Too important.

      “It would be okay if you wanted to wait,” he murmured, brushing my hair aside. Warm lips met my skin, sending shivers down my spine. “You have every right to be angry.”

      “Angry,” I repeated dully.

      “I deserve it.” His hands came to rest on my hips. “I shouldn’t have pushed you away.”

      How could I be angry when it led him back to me? Drew had been in an accident, and the ripples had touched everyone who loved him. “I’m a lot of things for you. I’m hopeful and sad and…and hurting. I hurt for you.”

      “No. No more pain.”

      “Your injuries, they—”

      “Like yours, I think.” I felt a soft brush of his fingers on the sides of my knees. It tickled me, teasing out a small, breathless gasp. My thoughts began to drift until he added almost distractedly, “Occupational hazard.”

      I twirled and ended up an inch from his face. “What do you mean? It was me. My studio, my hiding us that made you get hurt.”

      His eyes searched mine. “Philip never told you?”

      “I haven’t spoken to him since the hospital. What did you mean, occupational hazard?” Although I already knew. With sickening clarity, I knew what he was about to say.

      “The accident wasn’t exactly…accidental.”

      “I’ll kill him,” I breathed. “Philip knew that it was his fault. And he—and you—”

      “Ah.” He stopped me with a half smile. “I can’t claim ignorance here. I knew the risks of what we did, and I was paid well to take them.”

      “What now? Are they going to come after you again?”

      He was already shaking his head. “We took care of it.”

      “Do I even want to know?”

      “I doubt it.”

      I frowned. “Are you sure you’re safe?”

      “I wouldn’t be standing here if I wasn’t.”

      My eyes fell shut. “This was why you wanted to break up with me at the hospital. Philip must have told you.”

      “At first I thought he was just trying to break us up, but I couldn’t be sure. Then when I did know… I couldn’t have you coming to my condo, where they’d see, where they’d find out what you were to me. I couldn’t come back here until I knew you’d be safe.”

      With a harrumph, I turned my back on him, staring out the window. He could have told me. Although…well, to be honest, I wouldn’t have accepted it then. Still, the thought of him recovering alone, fighting for his life, while I ordered logo merchandise for my studio hurt my heart.

      He tugged me back, one hand sliding up my belly and cupping my breast through the slick leotard fabric. The other hand pulled me back to the wall of his chest, ground me against his erection. A tweak of my nipple, a nudge from behind, and I moaned, thready and weak.

      “Forgive me?” he murmured against my neck.

      I struggled for breath. “Bribing me with sex?”

      The straps of my leotard fell down my shoulders, replaced by roaming caresses and questing lips. My arms were held captive by the straps, and I reveled in the helplessness, tossed asea and gladly drowning.

      “Depends. Is it working?”

      “From the beginning,” I sighed.

      There was no regret in that moment, not for all the risks I had taken and the ones I hadn’t. He had showed me how to live in the moment, how to emerge and subside in a breath, how to find fulfillment in a single too-soft touch.

      We had watched each other, teased each other, and when the time came to join, clashed together body and mind. This was neither a coy denial nor frantic demand. He explored me slowly, thoughtfully—a lick enveloped in a moan, a brush subsumed with a sigh. I wanted only what he gave me. We were finally, perfectly attuned.

      I could see our faint reflection in the glass. Once there had only been me, standing alone, baring myself and my uncertainty. Now we were together, his lowered head beside mine. A tear rolled down my cheek. Another and another, until one landed on his wrist as he stroked and rolled my nipple to an aching point. He paused.

      “Rose?” The concern in his voice was a lance through me. It wasn’t new, which was precisely why it struck me. He had always been solicitous, always kind, and he would beg forgiveness on bended knee for his one moment of meanness if I asked him to. He would be perfect for me and pay for each weakness with drops of blood and buckets of pride, but I didn’t want that. I had loved him as a stranger. I still wanted him at his worst. I would stand by him, eternal.

      “Don’t stop.” The words came thickly. “Please. I need—” I wasn’t sure what. To hurt with you. To know you’re here. To promise you forever.

      He seemed to understand. “Ah, Rose.”

      Gentle hands turned me around, tender lips met mine. He kissed me without reservation, in a sweet melody tainted by the salt of my tears. That didn’t slow him. They were a part of him as much as me. We mourned in that kiss, slaking all the time we hadn’t spent together in the promise of tomorrow and the pleasure of today.

      I slipped from his grasp as my knees gave out, only to be held up by the cool glass at my back. He caught me a second later, fused at the mouth and hips and hands.

      He groaned. “I can’t stand much longer.”

      “The bed’s in there.” I waved toward the hallway. “It’s small, though.”

      Taking my hand, he led me through the small apartment, peeking into each bare-box room until he found the right one.

      “Rather empty,” he remarked.

      “Yes, well…” I pulled back the blankets and climbed in, kneeling in invitation.

      His eyes studied mine, a little guarded. “I have a whole condo full of furniture.”

      The air seemed thin and rushing at the top of the summit. “Do you?” I choked out.

      He shrugged. “But I might need a new place to put it.”

      “Philip won’t like that.”

      “He doesn’t have a say in this. He never did.”

      “Then why…?”

      “I told you. I couldn’t risk keeping you with me until we’d handled it. And besides, I owed Philip a two-weeks’ notice.”

      “You quit?”

      “It was time. There’s only so long you can run on the tracks before you get hit.”

      “Not funny.”

      “Wasn’t trying to be. I’m serious.”

      I narrowed my eyes. My consummate workaholic had quit? “So what are you going to do now? Move to Florida? Play canasta?”

      He laughed. “I’m sure there’s something legal a lawyer can do these days.”

      My brow lifted. “Sure, but you don’t do boring.”

      “I’ve already talked to someone at the Chicago Innocence Project. I joined with Philip because I wanted to fight for the underdog. But Philip hasn’t been that for a long time.”

      “And the money,” I reminded him. “Three times your salary.”

      “Which I’ve mostly saved. So I can live on a pittance for a while, maybe try to earn back some of the karma I’ve lost over the years. Why, would you be uncomfortable earning more than me? I could always go back to a firm. They’d eat up my defense experience.”

      “Oh, it sounds good to me.” More than good. Perfect. I grinned at him. “I’ll be the breadwinner. You’ll be my kept man.”

      “So…I’ll have dinner on the table and wear something pretty.”

      “I like what you wear,” I said, nodding toward his suit. “Though I like it better off.”

      He casually plucked at the buttons of his dress shirt, peeling the silk from his chest, revealing a mat of hair and a stretch of unsmooth skin and an angry raised scar that ran from his collarbone down to the bottom of his ribs. My breath caught at the sight.

      “That’s not the worst,” he said in a conversational tone. “I’ve had flaws before, but these are…well, ugly.”

      “You’re only saying that because you haven’t gotten a good look at my feet yet. Dancing is not a friend of the body.”

      Apparently unafraid, he knelt in front of me and reached under me. He pulled my legs over the side of the bed. Fingertips and an eager gaze trailed down perpetually swollen knees and thickly roped calves and bent, misshapen feet.

      “Beautiful,” he murmured. “Strong.”

      I touched lightly the puckered scar on his chest. “Strong,” I whispered. Beautiful, so beautiful. Alive.

      No more pain, he’d said. No more waiting either. I tugged him over me, shedding my leotard and the rest of my clothes like skin of old, wearing instead the salty sweat of my labor, the scent of my lust. We continued upward in our steady fashion, finding surcease in the climb. His mouth quested lower on my body, over my belly button, and across the crease of my leg. He delved lower and deeper, into the private-secret places I opened to him, meeting my pulse with his tongue and splitting my body with heat.

      “Drew,” I moaned.

      He shuddered, his whole body curling around itself as his hand went to his cock. “Again. Say that again.”

      I could have repeated his name in an endless litany, a euphoric prayer, but that wasn’t what he wanted. He wanted me helpless and frantic. Brought low by my need for a few helpless moments…before he lifted me back up again. Unbalanced and then righted again. Taken away only to fill me back up.

      With a renewed sense of submission, I let the currents of his mouth drag me down, submerged in pleasure. Soft cries sounded muted to my own ears, as if I were underwater, as if I were drowning.

      He flicked at my clit, and it pulled a moan from me. “Drew, Drew.”

      Exactly what he’d wanted and authentic too. Like he’d bypassed my walls and reached deep inside me. Like plucking the private strings beneath the hood of a grand piano and playing secret music only meant for us.

      I shuddered through the stroke of his tongue and rode his fingers to a rolling, blinding climax. His fingers tore open the condom packet with rough movements, and I stilled him, taking the condom from him and pressing the tip to his cock. He jerked at the light pressure but let me continue.

      I took my time rolling the latex over his velvet-smooth firmness, feeling out each ridge and curve before hiding it from view. When he was covered, I cupped the taut skin behind, enjoying the tremors that followed each probing curl of my finger.

      I understood now what he meant: to explore each other’s bodies and all the ways we fit. It wasn’t about fulfilling a need. It was want, pure and lawless, which made it that much sweeter. I wanted to search out every point of pleasure, soothe each rough-edged pain.

      “I’m going to come,” he groaned.

      I guided him to my center. With a hard thrust, he pushed inside. It stretched me, bringing a gasp to the surface. The sound seemed to spur him on. He receded only to force his way in again—more insistent this time. He took and took with each forceful thrust in equal measure to what I gave in every stretch and pulse of my walls. He demanded and here, here, take all that you need.

      Between my thighs, I felt his movements grow jerky, less refined. His legs trembled in their force, and I rocked my hips up to meet him. Neither of us were whole, neither sturdy. Batted about by storms, we’d found refuge in each other.

      He changed the angle, and it hit a spot of white-hot pleasure inside me. My mouth opened on an empty cry, and he took it into his own mouth with a hungry mating kiss. Sensation rioted through my body, zinging from the tip of my tongue to the clench of my toes. The pressure inside me built to trembling, and I held on with my legs and let go with my fingers. He cradled me through the climax, slow and steady, until a sudden stiffness and a grunt signaled his urgent and rocky release.

      In the aftermath, I felt my muscles flutter futilely while his cock flexed in response. Our bodies communed while he pressed lazy kisses along the top of my shoulder.

      “Is it always like that?” I asked before I could stop myself. I sounded drunk and felt that way too.

      He rolled us over, slinging my body over his. “No. But I always hoped it could be.”

      I smiled against his skin. “So I guess I’ll have to keep you around. You know, for the great sex.”

      He sounded amused. “Whatever reason you need, I’ll give you.”

      I shut my eyes against the rush of emotion. “And for what reason will you stay with me?”

      “For the same reason I stood outside your window. To watch you dance.”

      The simple, heartfelt words curled around me, adding another layer to the blanket of his arms. He wanted to see me free and happy—well, he would. Just to be with him, to hear the steady beat of his heart, filled me with a joy both complete and unending.
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       Thank you for reading SWEET! I hope you enjoyed Rose and Drew’s story. You can read the last book in the Underground series, Philip’s book now in DEEP!

      Dark. Powerful. Dangerous.

      Philip Murphy has all of Chicago under his thumb. Except her.

      Ella met him in a perfect storm of violence and lust. He saved her and then disappeared from her life.

      Now she pretends she never knew that kind of darkness. Midterms and campus parties, that’s her focus, and she applies herself with the hope they can wipe the slate clean.

      Then Philip turns up outside her dorm room—wounded and barely conscious. He's the head of a criminal empire, a powerful man, but he needs her now. There are traitors in his midst.

      She can help him, but she can't fall for him.

      Not again.

      ONE CLICK DEEP >
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