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      Luca Cross invests in land and sells when the price is hot. His days are filled with one city after another while trying to live his best life in between. Going to his sister’s wedding was supposed to be one of those fun times – a well-earned break between business deals. What actually happened changed everything.

      Selma Starnes was killing herself for a job she hated until she finally said enough. After seeing her brother Bastian give it all up for the woman he loved, she knew her life needed to change. Their wedding was supposed to be the perfect day…but fate had other plans.

      Warning: Did they eat wedding cake and fall madly in love? That’s the only logical explanation! Grab Book 3 in the Pink Springs Series and find out just how hard this playboy falls!

    

  


  
    
      To big dreams, and even bigger love stories.

      Don’t be afraid to go after both!
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      “What’s your poison?” the bartender at the wedding reception asks with a smirk. He’s got a nice smile with full lips and perfectly straight teeth. Everything about him is put together, and I bet he gets laid all the damn time at these weddings. It must be like fish in a barrel for him.

      “Can you make a good old-fashioned?” That charming smile of his only grows bigger, and it’s irritating me.

      “I do everything good, sweetheart.” He winks before he starts to make my drink, and I have to bite the inside of my cheek so I don’t tell him I’m not his sweetheart.

      I turn around so he doesn’t see me roll my eyes as I lean up against the bar. He did enough staring down the front of my dress for one night. I love my new sister-in-law Lux, so that's why I’m keeping my mouth shut about this bridesmaid dress. Strapless is damn hard when you have a chest as big as mine. I’ve always worn clothes to hide my boobs, especially when working with a bunch of old men with grabby hands and lingering eyes. I only recently convinced Lux that I like her, because I know I can be a bit standoffish. So when it came to the style of the dress, I kept my mouth sealed, knowing I could handle it for one night.

      No matter how many times I tell myself to think before I speak I don’t. I’m honestly not trying to make sure people stay out of arm's reach, it just happens that way. I should give myself a pat on the back for not snapping at the pretty-boy bartender.

      For so long I didn’t really have to worry about being harsh or off-putting. I had Bastian, and we’ve always worked as a team. He’s the nice relatable one that can talk to anyone in a room. I prefer to keep my head down and work while he handles the people. I make sure everything is always on track—well, at least I used to.

      Bastian has always been a good man, but Lux made him something more. He and I both got lost in our jobs after we lost our mom. It was easier to keep busy than to have to face the grief. But the problem is, I’m no longer busy, and he’s got Lux.

      Bastian went off and quit, which was the right thing to do, after finally realizing he was working himself into an early grave for a company that didn’t give a shit about him. Now the place is going to crumble without him, and neither of us has crazy work hours anymore. All his time is being spent with his new wife, and family means everything to the both of them. We all have that in common, but now I’m stuck in this weird limbo of not having anything to do.

      The plan is to open up our own office since we already have clients banging down the door. Along with the wedding, we’re supposed to be taking a much-needed break before we jump back into that. The problem is I don’t need a break. I need something to do before I go out of my mind sitting inside my condo alone with Thor. He’s enjoying all my extra time at home because it means more belly rubs for him.

      “Here you go.” I turn back around as the bartender places my drink in front of me. “Anything else I can get you, sweetheart?”

      “Selma,” I correct him. Damn it, why did I tell him my name?

      “Selma?” he repeats. “You don’t look like a Selma.” Is he really trying to flirt with me?

      “And what does a Selma look like?” I pick up my drink and take a sip. He’s right, he does make a good old-fashioned, but I’m not about to tell him.

      “Gray-haired and in sequins. You’re far from that, sweetheart.” I open my mouth, but before I can get a word out, an arm touches my elbow.

      “Are you being good?” Bastian lifts an eyebrow, and at the sight of my brother, the bartender makes himself busy.

      “I think so.” I shrug and take another sip of my drink. “I’m not going to hurt anyone.” I give him my sweetest smile, and Bastian lets out a deep chuckle.

      “Go be with your bride,” I tell him.

      “We have a dance later,” he reminds me.

      “Wouldn’t miss it for anything.”

      He drops a kiss on the top of my head before he goes right back to Lux’s side. In all my life I’ve never seen a love as deep and sweet as theirs. For the first time in my life I found myself longing for a connection like theirs.

      Even Lux and her best friend Juno are super close to each other. They have a bond I’ve never formed with anyone before, and I wonder if I’m broken. I should be dating, and I should have a best friend. I’ve never had a girls’ night out or been to a slumber party. Do they have dating apps for friends? Then again, every man I’ve met though the Love Connection app has been a major bust.

      When I finish off my drink, I set my glass down on the bar to go people watch. Every time my eyes drift around the reception they always land on one person.

      Luca Cross.

      He’s my new sister-in-law's older brother. Lux has Luca, and the oldest is Cooper. Cooper’s a straight-laced, no-nonsense cop. Luca is the polar opposite even now with how he has people all around him laughing. They hang on to his every word while Cooper looks like he’s been chewing gravel all night. It could be the dress Juno has on, but that’s just a guess from the way he’s glaring at it.

      Luca is laid back without a care in the freaking world. So much so he almost missed his sister's wedding. Why do the men I find attractive always end up being self-centered assholes? It really is a curse.

      I brush another one of my unruly curls from out of my face. As annoyed as I am at him, I can’t stop watching him. He reminds me of some kind of superhero with a big body all over, with muscled arms and legs. He’s casual even in his expensive tux, and I’m annoyed by the loose tie around his neck. His jacket is long gone, and his sleeves are unbuttoned and rolled up. The veins in his arms stand out, and I hate how hot it is seeing the lines along his tanned skin. I really need to get it together.

      Suddenly his head turns, and he’s looking straight at me. I feel his eyes on me as I quickly turn around and walk in the opposite direction. We haven't even been introduced yet since he arrived seconds before the wedding began. We were both in the wedding party, but he hadn't given me a second look. Why the hell does that bother me?

      I peek over my shoulder to see if he’s still watching me, and he is. He says something to the beautiful blonde that’s been laughing at everything Luca says and pawing at his shoulder all night. Not that I was watching.

      As he starts to follow me, I can’t help but wonder how the hell I’m going to get away.

      Short answer? I don’t.
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          Luca

        

      

    

    
      “Hey, where are you headed in such a hurry?” Cooper puts his hand on my chest and I stop my pursuit of Selma.

      “Just getting another drink.” I hold up my empty glass and shake the ice at him, but his eyes narrow. He looks over his shoulder to where Selma has already disappeared and then back at me.

      “Glad you could make the wedding.” His comment makes me want to roll my eyes, but I hold back.

      “I told you I’d be cutting it close but that I wouldn’t miss our baby sister’s big day.” I glance over to Lux and her husband on the dance floor holding each other close and swaying slowly, even as the dance music blasts and everyone around them is moving like they’re in a club.

      “All right, I’ll lighten up.”

      “Liar.” I smirk at my older brother, and he shrugs like he’s not about to apologize.

      “So where were you this time?”

      I glance back to the empty space Selma occupied and realize I might have missed my chance. Maybe if I can get rid of Cooper, I can still catch up with her.

      “I had a deal close in Miami, and then I went to the Keys to look at a building. I’m still not sure if I’m going to buy it, but I’ve got to be in Houston tomorrow to close a listing I’ve been working on for over a year.”

      “You really surprised us all with your knack for selling land.”

      “They're not making any more of it,” I agree and clap my hand on his shoulder. As if he can sense I’m trying to leave, he grabs my wrist.

      “When are you going to stow those wings and put down some roots?”

      I give him my biggest smile and lean in close. “I think you and Lux have the family all taken care of with weddings and babies.” I wink at him as I walk away, and he calls out my name.

      I turn around one last time to see him put his arm around Juno. “You can’t fight it forever.”

      Without a response, I give him a little salute and go in search of the woman I can’t stop watching.

      My life might look like an adventure to everyone on the outside. Yes, I travel a ton, and I get to go to really cool cities, but most of the time I’m either in meetings or alone in a hotel. Truth be told, I hate flying, but it’s the quickest way to get somewhere. Whenever I’m home in Pink Springs, I love my time with my family, but I always know it’s going to be short-lived before I’m on to the next business deal.

      I sort of stumbled into selling property and traveling for it. I had a friend that needed some help selling a distant family member's piece of land after they died, and it kind of snowballed after that. People always seem to like dealing with me, because I’m laid back and make them feel comfortable. I’m really good at what I do, and most of the time every party walks away happy, and I get to add another zero to my bank account.

      Hell, sometimes I wonder what the fuck I’m going to do with all the money I have saved. Even with as many properties as I’ve bought and sold over the years, I still technically live at home with my brother and his wife. I’ve got a room there, and although I’m hardly ever in it, I don’t have another place to call mine.

      I’ve been looking at property and thinking more long term, but I can’t decide if my place is in the city and close to all the places I need to be, or if it’s in the country with my family, learning to slow down a little.

      I meant what I said when I told Cooper that he and Lux have it all taken care of with weddings and kids, but what if one day I change my mind? Where do I want those kids and family to be, and is it time I start taking steps towards that? It’s part of my life I never considered before and didn’t really have a desire to. Is being at this wedding making me rethink my path? Or is it the curly-haired brunette that’s got me asking questions?

      And just as I picture her in my mind, there she is in a crowd of people by the cake. She looks like she’s trying to blend in, but I doubt she’s ever managed to do that a day in her life.

      Without thinking about exactly what I’m doing, I grab a plate and a fork from the table nearby and walk over next to her. She stiffens as I lean in close and whisper in her ear.

      “What if it’s carrot cake? And if so, do you think there’s still time for an annulment?” I see the corner of her lips twitch, but she doesn’t allow herself to smile. “I think the wedding cake says a lot about a couple.”

      “Like what?” She turns, and it puts her face close to mine as the crowd moves around us.

      “Like whether or not their love will stand the test of time.” I let my lazy smile stretch slowly as I place my free hand on the small of her back.

      “And what flavor would accomplish that?”

      “Number one, buttercream.” My fingers brush slightly over the swell of her hip, and I feel her body lean ever so slightly into mine.

      “I can’t argue with you on that.”

      Is it just my imagination or is Selma a little out of breath? A few people in the crowd move around us to step forward and get their cake.

      “Number two, chocolate, and strawberry, but not together.”

      “You’ve given this a lot of thought.” They way her eyes roam over my face and then to my neck has my cock swelling.

      “When it comes to sweets…” I lick my lips, and she doesn’t miss the slide of my tongue. “The only thing I can think about is getting a taste.”

      “Cake?” an older lady nearby barks at us and interrupts the moment.

      Selma clears her throat and takes a step away from me, and my hand falls from her hip. Instantly I miss the warmth of her curves so close, and although I want to close the space between us, she’s moving forward in line.

      I hand the lady serving the dessert my plate, and she gives me a huge slice. Then she winks at me, and I realize she’s hooked me up.

      “Thank you,” I tell her and then grab Selma’s hand before she can get her own. “We’ll share.”

      “What?” Selma says in confusion as I pull her away from the crowd and onto the patio outside.

      It’s lit up with candles, and the music from the band is trickling out here.

      “She put both of ours on one.” I shrug like it’s not a big deal, but as I sit down on the bench and pull her down next to me, I realize it’s a very big deal.

      “I need to get back inside. I have to dance with my brother.” Selma points to the door and tries to get up, but I shake my head.

      “There’s always time for cake.” I place my hand on top of her thigh, and she stills.

      “Okay, I guess we need to inspect it.” The corner of her lips tugs again, but once more she doesn’t give me a smile. What would it take to make her laugh?

      “Here.” I take the fork and scoop up a bite, then hold it out for her to take. “Tell me what it is.”

      She hesitates for only a second before she wraps her full lips around the soft, fluffy cake and then closes her eyes. I picture her on her back with me on top of her. What would she look like with her mouth full of me?

      “Fuck,” I whisper to myself so quietly she doesn’t hear it.

      “Oh, it’s something completely different,” she says as her eyes pop open in surprise. “Try it.”

      She takes the fork from me and without thinking feeds me a bite because she’s so excited for me to taste it. Why am I so hung up on everything about this woman whom I know nothing about? How has she captivated every inch of me with just her presence?

      I take a bite and realize she’s right. “Wow, it’s passion fruit and something else. Is that pineapple?”

      “So, what does this mean? Are they in trouble?” Before I can answer, she’s cutting off another bite for herself and eating it.

      “I don’t know, most of the time I’m full of shit.”

      She has to cover her mouth to keep from spitting cake on me as she laughs. The sight of her genuine pleasure makes me so damn happy that I start to laugh.

      “So you’re Selma,” I finally say and then take a bite of cake.

      “And you’re Luca, the brother who almost missed his sister's wedding.” She raises a brow at me, and I have a feeling she does that a lot.

      “And yet I made it right on time.”

      “I hear you travel a lot.”

      “I do, but I’d never miss this. It’s Lux’s big day, and I’d never miss out on cake.”

      “She said you were the fun one.”

      “Have you met Cooper? It’s not really hard to outshine that surly bear.”

      She laughs, and this time I get to see her smile. Fuck, she’s gorgeous.

      “Hey Selma, they’re ready for you,” Juno says from the doorway, interrupting our moment.

      “Be right there,” Selma says and then turns to look at me as she stands up. “Thanks for the cake.”

      I want to pull her back down on the bench or even into my lap. But all I can do is sit there while she walks away and plan how to get her alone once more.
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          Selma

        

      

    

    
      “You okay?” Juno asks as we make our way back inside.

      “I’m fine.”

      “Fine, you say?” She fights a teasing smile. “That blush says otherwise.”

      I put my hands on my warm cheeks, trying to get it to go away. What the hell is wrong with me?

      “Don’t worry about it.” Juno rolls her eyes. “Luca is smooth. He could get a statue to blush if he wanted to. He could probably talk anyone into just about anything.”

      I have to force a laugh, not really liking the sound of that. It might be terrible of me to think, but when someone is a smooth talker, I always think they’re up to no good

      “He was introducing himself. We hadn't gotten to formally meet.”

      “Damn, I suppose you haven't. The man can’t sit still to save his life.”

      “He seems driven.” I might have done a small Google search on him with my phone.

      He’s come a long way in a short amount of time, and I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t impressed. That kind of determination reminds me a lot of my brother. I hope he doesn't let that drive suck the life out of him and he forgets some things are more important than money. I’m thankful Lux came along and reminded Bastian of that.

      “That he is,” Juno agrees.

      Bastian is standing on the edge of the dance floor waiting for me. “Can I have this dance?”

      He holds his hand out for me, and I take it, and we walk hand in hand onto the dance floor. He spins me around a few times before doing a dramatic dip that has me laughing right before he pulls me back up.

      “I wish Mom were here,” I blurt out. “She’d be so damn proud of you.” Bastian’s done everything he set out to do and so much more, she would truly be bursting with pride at this very moment.

      “It’s because of Mom we’re here.”

      I nod and smile as I try and hold back the tears. “Are you going to make me an aunt soon? I need to be prepared. I think Juno is going to try and give me a run for my money on being the favorite aunt.”

      “I wouldn't worry about it. Selma, you always get whatever you’re working toward.”

      “I got that from you.”

      Bastian has been there for me in a big way, and I wish I could have done the same for him. I was young and lost in my grief after our mom died. He had to shoulder it alone and take care of me, and looking back, I didn’t always make it easy.

      He spins me again, and this time he releases my hand as Luca wraps his arm around my waist. Before I know what’s happening, I’m in Luca’s arms, and he’s taking over the dance.

      “You again,” I say, and it comes out like an accusation as I rest my hand on his chest. Are all the men in Pink Spring built like lumberjacks?

      “I can be a hard one to get away from, and I get the feeling you keep trying to run.”

      “Why would I do that?” I ask, not answering him.

      Of course I was trying to get away from him. When Juno called for me, I seized the moment before something happened between Luca and me. I think we’d been flirting, but that might just be the way he is. Either way, it was safer to get some space between us.

      “A question with a question is not an answer.” He pulls me closer to him so there is no space between us. I try to keep my face unreadable, because right now I can feel every inch of him pressing against me. He’s turned on, and I have no idea what to do with that.

      Luca is easily the hottest man in the room. I’ve seen women here fawning over him and giggling like teenagers when he’s close. He could have his pick of them, but here he is with me. I’m the one with frizzy hair that’s more awkward than not, and I’m not exactly friendly either.

      “You and your brother are close,” he says, not asking but making a statement.

      “Yes, but I’m sure you and your siblings get it, though, since you lost your parents too.”

      “We did, but we’ve always been close. I think you and you brother have been the same.”

      “We have.”

      The truth is Bastian was my security blanket, but not anymore now that he’s got Lux. How the heck is Luca seeing all that in the short time I’ve been in his presence? He’s really good at reading the room, and normally I would think that was kind of badass. Not now when he’s trying to get a read on me.

      Luca looks at my lips, and my body becomes hyper aware of him. A longing I don’t want forces its way to the surface. This is a terrible idea. Luca and I are bound to each other for the rest of our lives because of our siblings. There will be no divorce for my brother because he meant his vows with everything he has.

      Still, I don’t push Luca away or try to break from his hold. Instead I let him move against me and freeze when he leans down to claim my mouth.

      “Can I get all the single ladies to the front of the dance floor!” the DJ cheers, and I’m startled back to reality. I try to lean away from Luca, but he’s got a firm hold on me.

      “Are you single?” His hold tightens, but his expression is teasing and lighthearted, which confuses the crap out of me.

      “I wish I could say I wasn’t, but no way will Juno and Lux let me get out of this one.” I try to pull back again, but his hold won’t relax. “Luca?”

      “Our dance wasn't done,” he says as he releases me.

      “I think we danced through three songs,” I point out before heading toward the front of the dance floor where all the ladies are swarming.

      I stay as far back as I can as Bastian helps Lux get up onto a chair and the song “Single Ladies” by Beyoncé starts to play. All the women start to cheer and jump around, and I steal a peek behind me and see Luca is not far away. I jerk my head back around so I don’t get caught staring, but it’s too late because he already saw me.

      Everyone starts to count down as Lux turns to face away from us and holds out her bouquet.

      “Three!”

      “Two!”

      “One!”

      The bouquet flies high into the air and goes over all of our heads. When I turn around I have to smother a laugh when I see Luca holding it in his arms. I put my hand over my mouth, but my shoulders still shake as he walks over to where I’m standing.

      “You think that’s funny?” he asks.

      “Maybe.” He tosses it at me, and out of instinct I catch it. All the girls start to hoot and holler behind me. “That was mean,” I hiss, narrowing my eyes at him.

      “I thought girls loved catching the bouquet at a wedding.”

      “Do men enjoy catching the garter from the groom? I think not.”

      “I don’t think we’ll be finding that out.” Luca shakes his head.

      I suppose not. There’s no way my brother is going to reach up Lux’s dress in front of everyone and then throw a piece of fabric that she’s been wearing all day to a group of men.

      “I need to check on the bride,” I tell Luca before I slip away again. It’s not a lie, but it is super convenient.

      Bastian is leaning up against the door in the hallway when I spot him. “You couldn't even wait in the ballroom? You are hopeless.”

      “That I am.” He knocks on the door of the bridal suite before he opens it to let me in.

      “Look at you with the bouquet.” Juno wiggles her eyebrows at me, and I drop it down onto a chair.

      “Your brother-in-law is mean. He tossed that thing right at me.”

      “Every heart in Pink Springs shattered in that moment.” Juno pretends to do a dramatic faint.

      “I wish Luca would find a girl and slow down. I don’t think he realizes how much he’s missing.” Lux turns around so we can help her out of her dress. “Like today, of course he made it on time and he always follows through, but we’ll only get him for this small time slot. I bet he’ll be gone before sunrise.”

      Lux steps out of her dress, and Juno hands her the simple flowy white one to put on. We get everything put away, and soon Lux is all set for her and Bastian to do their final walk. The party is far from over from the looks of it, but they are ready to be alone, and who could blame them?

      I watch my brother head down the walkway outside as fireworks start to light up the sky. He opens the limo door for Lux, and she and Bastian slide inside and wave goodbye as the car drives away. I stand there for a long moment, wondering what now as I feel him come up beside me.

      “You okay?” Luca comes to stand beside me with his hands in his pockets, and I realize everyone has gone back inside and I’m standing out here all alone.

      “Yeah.”

      “That was a halfhearted yeah if I ever heard one.” It is, but I sure as hell don’t want to talk about it.

      “Should we get a drink?” I say, changing the subject.

      “I’d love nothing more than to get to know my new sister-in-law.” He holds out his elbow, and I take it so he can lead us back inside.

      I don’t miss the people of Pink Springs watching Luca and me as we head toward one of the many bars.

      “People are staring at us.” I try not to fidget as I whisper.

      “Nope, they’re definitely staring at you,” he responds.

      “Me? Why the heck would they be staring at me?”

      “Because I’ve got a girl on my arm that isn't Juno or Lux.” He shrugs as we slide up to the bar. “The lady will have…” Luca looks to me to answer, but the bartender cuts in.

      “An old-fashioned. I knew you’d be back for more, sweetheart.” He winks at me. “For you, sir?” Luca glares at the bartender. “I’ll do the same as my lady,” he responds.

      The bartender scurries off to get our drinks, and I laugh. Then I realize I’ve been doing that a lot tonight when I’m with Luca. Maybe it’s the whole wedding vibe that’s making me happy.

      “I thought you grew up here?” I ask, wanting to know why everyone in Pink Springs is so curious about us.

      “I did.” He brushes away one of my curls that has escaped my updo. His fingers brush my cheek in the process, and my stomach tightens.

      “But you said they aren’t used to seeing you with anyone.”

      “They aren’t. This is a small town and I don’t shit where I eat,” he teases. He’s right, though, because the fallout could get ugly, and people like to take sides.

      That hits home more than I think he realizes, because we could do the very same to our brand-new family.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            4

          

          Luca

        

      

    

    
      I manage to get Selma away from the prying eyes of the bartender without a scene, but my possessive hand on her back should have been enough of a signal to fuck off. After that we end up back out on the patio next to the fountain where we can still hear the music and see everyone inside. We’re not alone, exactly, but it’s private enough.

      The whole time we talk I have to remind myself to play it cool, but it never works. Every time she smiles, I smile. Every time she leans closer, so do I. From the moment I looked at Selma I’ve been tethered to her. Seeing her laugh is like watching a miracle, and knowing I caused it makes my ego just a little bigger.

      I’m sitting next to the most beautiful woman I’ve ever laid eyes on, and all I want is to know more. My dick certainly wants to take her to bed and have her under me, but there’s an even bigger part that never wants this night to end.

      “You know, I was used to wearing heels all the time, but somehow bridesmaid shoes are different. My feet are killing me.”

      She slips off the strappy heel, and I see the red lines crisscrossing the tops of her feet. Without thinking, I pull her legs into my lap and begin to rub the aches away.

      “Oh god, I should tell you to stop, but that feels so good I can’t.” When she closes her eyes, my dick swells, and I want to rub her feet against it.

      “Where are you staying tonight?” The question is out of my mouth before I can think it through, but I’m too hard to supply blood to my cock and my brain at the same time.

      Her eyes pop open and she looks around like she’s searching for the answer. “Um, I was going to go back to the city.”

      She told me earlier she’s got a place downtown, but that’s over an hour from here. Lux and Bastian found a venue in between Pink Springs and the city so that guests wouldn’t have to drive the whole way. There’s a hotel here, but from what I heard the rooms booked up quickly with it being a boutique hotel. Cooper must have known I’d want to stay here and closer to the airport because he got me a room without me even asking.

      “Stay with me,” I say, not pausing my hands as I keep massaging her feet.

      “What?” I see her fingers fidget in her lap, and I look up and give her one of my smiles that always seems to get me what I want.

      “I’ve got a room here; there’s no need to drive all the way back. Stay here, with me.”

      Her eyes sharpen, and it’s like she can see straight through me. “I don’t think that’s a good idea.”

      She tries to tug her feet from my lap, but I grab her ankle and squeeze it firmly. “Be still,” I say in a stern voice, and suddenly she melts. I don’t think I’ve ever been so stern with a woman before, but from the way she responds, I like it.

      “Luca, you’re a good time, but I don’t want to do”—she waves a hand between us like she can’t find the words—“whatever this is. It’s too complicated with our families, and I’m not in a good place right now—”

      “Selma.” I love the way her name drips from my tongue. I keep my eyes locked with hers as I lift her foot and run my other hand down her calf. I graze my lips across her ankle and up the smooth skin of her leg, only an inch or so before I put it back down. “Stay with me.”

      This time, it’s a command, and she doesn’t respond with words, only a slight nod that I might have missed if I wasn’t watching every inch of her. Before she has a chance to change her mind, I slide my hands under her ass and lift her from the bench.

      “Jesus, Luca, what are you doing?” she hisses as she jerks her head around to see who is watching. “Put me down, you lunatic.”

      “Not a chance.” I beam at her as I walk down the stone path away from the reception and toward the little villas on the property.

      The hotel sits beside a lake, and the rooms are situated around it like private cabins. They’re modern, and the glass wall facing the lake shows the moon and stars bright in the sky. Out here feels like being back at home, and being here with Selma feels nice—really fucking nice.

      “I can’t believe I agreed to this.” She says it with so much disappointment that it makes me laugh.

      “I’m not making you do hard labor. I’m giving you a nice bed to sleep in until morning.” When she rolls her eyes, I smile wider. “Has anyone told you how adorable you are when you’re angry?”

      “Never,” she says coolly, and she looks like she means it.

      “Maybe you’re only angry when you’re with me.” I shrug as I scan my card to let us in the room.

      “No, I’m generally annoyed with everyone.”

      “So I’m not special. Got it.” The heavy door closes behind us, and she shakes her head.

      “That’s not what I meant.”

      “You have an older brother, Selma. How are you not used to being teased?”

      It’s so late that the room is pitch black as I carry her to the bedroom where the glass doors are. From the bed you can look out across the lake and see the reflection of the moon on the water. If this place was for sale, I’d buy it up, but I’m not sure I’d be able to sell it.

      “I am, I’m just not used to being teased by…you know.” She shrugs. “Men.”

      I place her on the edge of the bed and kneel down on the floor in front of her. I take her shoes from her hands and place them on the floor next to her feet and look up at her. “So you don’t generally go to hotel rooms with a man you just met?” I slide my hands up her silky calves and over her knees.

      “Um, no.” She licks her lips, and I smile at how nervous she’s gotten.

      “I don’t know if you know this about me, but I like to win.” I move my hands farther up the sides of her thighs until I rest them on her hips under her dress. “And I love being first.” Leaning down, I kiss her bare knees, first one and then the other.

      With me on the floor like this and her on the edge of the bed, we’re at eye level. I move closer so that she has to spread her knees, and I wedge myself between them. I reach around the back of her and grab her ass, pulling her forward so that her core is pressed right up against where I need it most.

      “So keep on telling me that you’ve never done this before.” My lips are just a breath from hers. “All it does is make me harder.”
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          Selma

        

      

    

    
      I suck in a deep breath, trying and failing to get myself under control. I want this. My entire body is humming with a need I’ve never experienced before. What is it about Luca that’s so different? From the moment I saw him I couldn’t pull my eyes away. I’ve been around plenty of hot guys before and they never gave me a single spark of interest. Would one stolen night be so bad?

      There are too many reasons I should say no. Not only because of our family and the chaos that it could cause, but because I worry about my heart. That’s one of the many reasons I keep everyone at arm's length. If I don’t date, my heart will always stay intact. My heart isn't strong, and I learned that early in life. If Luca hurt me, I don’t think I could pick up the pieces and put them back together again. After my mom died, I’m not even sure they’re in the right places anymore. At times I can still feel the ache in the place where she’s missing.

      Luca’s hand wraps around the back of my neck as his thumb strokes my jaw. “You think too much.”

      “I do.” I lean forward, realizing he’s right. Focusing on what could be, or might be, won’t help me right now. “Tonight I just want to feel. Tomorrow we can pretend this never happened.”

      “Trust me, Selma. I’m going to remember every fucking second of this.” His hand at the back of my neck pulls me forward, and his mouth meets mine.

      His lips are full and so damn soft, it melts my stiff spine. Without thinking about what I’m doing, my hands slide down his chest and to the buttons of his shirt. It’s hard to do anything when Luca slides his tongue against mine, and I moan.

      “Are you going to kiss me back?” He kisses the side of my mouth and then the other.

      “Sorry. I was enjoying you kissing me,” I admit.

      “Don’t go stroking my ego.” A sexy smirk plays on his lips.

      “Right.” I laugh. “Worst kiss ever.”

      “Hmm. I guess I need to try that again.”

      “Yeah, you really should.”

      “All night,” he agrees and then he’s on me.

      This time I kiss him back, and when I’m the one to lick his tongue, a loud groan rumbles through his body. His hands go back to my knees as he ever so slowly slips them up my thighs.

      “Luca,” I breathe, and he presses a kiss to the shell of my ear.

      “Was that kiss any better?” He lazily runs his fingers along the edge of my panties. With each stroke, I get wetter and wetter. Everything is starting to ache, and I don’t know if I love the feeling or hate it.

      “Better,” I manage to say as his mouth moves down my neck.

      “There are other places I could practice.” One finger finally slips under the band of my panties, and my breath catches in my lungs. Oh god, we’re really going to do this. “Do you want me to kiss you in other places, Selma?” His finger brushes over my lower lips, and it’s like lightning.

      “Yes!”

      I don’t think there is anything else I want more in this whole damn world right now. That should scare the crap out of me, but all I can think about is Luca’s mouth between my legs, and I rock my hips forward.

      “Thank fuck,” I hear him say under his breath. An excited thrill runs through me that he wants to do it and is just as desperate as I am.

      “I need you naked for this with nothing in my way.” This time his voice is stern like the one he used on me earlier.

      I don’t feel irritation or annoyance at his command, and that hasn't happened before either. It’s like a shot of lust that has me quickly getting out of my dress.

      I’m disappointed when Luca’s hand leaves my panties as he helps me unzip the bridesmaid dress. But the way he tosses it over his shoulder and stares at my pussy makes me just as hot as before. He’s still on his knees, but now I’m standing before him, staring down at this handsome man as he grips my hips and presses his face against my sex. I grab his shoulders so that I don’t fall, not trusting my legs at the moment.

      “You smell sweet.” His fingers hook into the top of my panties. “But I bet you taste even sweeter.” He pulls them down my legs, and I stand there in front of him completely naked as he slowly gets up. His eyes roam all over me, taking in every inch of my naked body.

      I don’t know how I manage not to shyly cover myself or worry about what he might think. I know I wouldn't care what any other man thought, but with Luca I do. With the possessive way he touches me and the longing in his eyes, it makes me brave. It makes me want to do a twirl so he can see every single inch.

      “How the hell am I the only man that’s ever going to lick this pussy?” He stares at me with so much heat in his eyes there might as well be flames.

      “First,” I correct him. “No one else has ever asked before, and I’ve got plenty of time.”

      He shakes his head and gives me that cocky grin. “I said it right the first time.” His hands grab my hips, and he holds me tight as he claims my mouth in a possessive kiss. Just when my knees become weak, my feet leave the ground as our mouths stay connected. A moment later, I feel him lower me to the cool sheets of the mattress.

      Then his mouth is everywhere, and my whole body is on fire with desire. I grip his short hair when he sucks my nipple into his mouth. My back bows off the bed at the sudden unexpected pleasure, and I cry out. When he releases one nipple and goes for the other, I nearly come undone.

      “One day I’ll do only this, but right now I have to see you cum.”

      “Please,” I agree. “I need it.” I don’t care if I’m begging, at this point I’d make a sign with his name in glitter if that’s what it took for him to get me off.

      “What do you need?” I can almost feel him grinning against my stomach and hips as he asks the question and kisses his way down. When I press my lips together, he pauses. “Say it,” he snaps, using that stern voice, and I have no choice but to give in.

      “You, I need you.”

      “Fuck yeah you do.”

      His hands are surprisingly rough as he pulls my legs wider apart to make room for his broad shoulders. This time there’s no teasing or soft kisses. He’s not careful or hesitant as his mouth devours me with hungry need. Each cell of my body alights as he groans and licks. I don’t know if I’ll survive this.

      From the sounds he’s making, you’d think he’s the one about to come, and all it does is turn me on. The feel of him on my pussy is hot and wet. I’ve never felt anything so good, and even though I never want him to stop, I don’t know how much longer I can hold back. I wish I could slow this down, but my body is a train speeding down a mountain, and I have lost all control.

      “Luca.” My fingers tangle in the sheets. “I-I don’t think I can.” The sensations are too much, hitting me all at once. Am I going to die or orgasm?

      “You can and you will.”

      He sucks my clit into his mouth with exacting pulls, and I see black spots in the corners of my eyes. My body can’t fight any longer, and I scream out his name as the orgasm burns through me like a searing flame.

      Luca doesn’t stop as I nearly black out from the pleasure, and just when I think I can’t take any more, his mouth gentles and oh so slowly kisses my tender skin. My body doesn’t feel like my own as I’m spread out like a jellyfish on the bed. I’m not sure I’m ever going to be able to move again.

      He kisses the inside of my thigh softly, and it feels so intimate. Much too personal for a one-night stand. My throat tightens at the thought of this being over by tomorrow, and I blink a few times.

      “You still with me, Selma?” When he comes up over me, all I can see are the flecks of gold in his eyes. “You’re not trying to get lost in that head of yours again, are you?”

      “No.” I shake my head because I don’t want to think about tomorrow. “I was thinking it’s my turn.”

      His eyebrows lift in surprise as I push on his chest. He rolls over onto his back, easily taking me with him so I’m on top. He smiles up at me and brushes some of my curls out of my face. Every time he does it, I feel those pesky butterflies in my stomach.

      I’m staying out of my head for now, because tonight I’m finally giving in.
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      Her legs have to spread wide to accommodate my size, and as she wiggles on top of me, my cock rubs against her ass. I can feel her wet pussy on my lower stomach, sliding around and marking me with her desire. Maybe that’s not her intent, but that’s how it feels, and I get harder at the thought.

      “I can cum just like this.” I grab her hips and look up at her naked on top of me. “Seeing you naked and spread open is enough.”

      She bites her bottom lip as she plants her hands on the pillow behind my head. Her halo of curls falls around her, and me too. I put one hand behind her neck and pull her down for a kiss. It’s like we’re the only two people in the entire world, and there’s an ache in my chest. I want it to stay just like this forever, but my body is demanding more, more, more.

      Her hips wiggle on instinct, and I thrust up to meet them. My cock slides against the curve of her ass, and all I want her to do is lift a little so that I can find her wet warmth.

      “You’re distracting me.” Her voice is breathy, and her eyelids are heavy.

      I keep one hand on her hip as I use the other to play with her nipples. “I’m selfish.”

      “I’m supposed to be returning the favor,” she hisses when my teeth graze her neck.

      “If you mean you’re supposed to be giving me pleasure, then you’re doing amazing.”

      Her ass rocks back and up this time, and the length of my cock rubs against her opening. I can feel her coat it with her wet heat, and I nearly cum at the contact.

      “How can I already want another orgasm?” Selma looks drunk, but I know she only had two drinks all night. I think it’s the same way I’m feeling right now, and it’s like we’ve both been given a drug.

      “Because it feels so fucking good.” This time I plant my feet on the bed and hold her still as I rub against her. “Fuck, I want to cum on you.”

      “Where?” she asks softly as her eyes widen. She licks her lips, and I think about putting it in her mouth.

      “You keep looking at me like that and I won’t be able to decide.”

      Her hips push back when I rock forward, and the tip of my cock enters her. She keeps her eyes locked on mine as she circles her pussy around it and then just holds it there.

      “Here?” It’s asked so softly it’s almost a whisper, but I don’t miss it.

      “Have you ever had a man cum inside you?” My body is concrete as I lie here, silently begging for her to sink lower, but holding her so tight that she can’t.

      She doesn’t answer, simply shakes her head. She keeps her eyes on me as I slip my hand between us to where we’re connected. She’s still so fucking wet as I graze the knuckle of my finger between her lips and over her clit.

      Selma cries out, and I feel her pussy clench around the tip of my cock, and I release my hold on her hip. She slides down a little more and takes more of me inside her. I keep rubbing, feeling her clench and rock her hips.

      “You keep sliding down and I won’t have a choice on where I’m going to cum.” Her eyes meet mine, and I look between us where we’re joined. She follows my stare, and instead of coming off my cock, the evil temptress lowers herself a little more.

      “I want to feel it.” She looks so fucking innocent as she whispers the confession, and I groan.

      “Fuck.” Now it’s me shaking my head. “I’ll get you pregnant.”

      I’ve never ever had sex without a condom, even when I’ve been asked before. There were a couple of times I didn’t have a condom, so I went without the sex, because the last thing I’ve ever wanted was to end up tied to a woman I didn’t have a relationship with. Sex has always been a one-time thing, but as I lie here with Selma, I don’t think that’s going to be possible.

      “It’s okay. I just had my period.” When I look at her like I don’t know what that means, a corner of her lips turns up. “I’m not ovulating.”

      I’m still not sure this is a hundred percent accurate, but I didn’t really pay attention in health class. Also, from what I remember my dad telling me and Cooper, there’s always a chance.

      Before when I’ve been with a woman, this conversation would have stopped me in my tracks. I wouldn’t have even entertained the idea of going this far without a barrier between us. But I’m already halfway with Selma, and I’m ready to toss my rule book out the fucking window. She’s so far outside the boundaries I’ve set in place that I might as well just do what I want. And what I want more than anything is to be inside her.

      Without thinking, I roll us over so that Selma’s pinned under me, and I hold her wrists to the mattress. Her eyes are wide, but not with fear. Her dark curls are spread out on the pillow, and she’s just as excited by this as I am. We smile at each other as I lean down and kiss her, telling her without words what I want.

      She lifts her knees so I sink deeper, and when I thrust my cock all the way inside, she only flinches slightly from the pain.

      I sigh with satisfaction at being wrapped in her tight heat and finally having some of the ache in my cock eased. It’s still so fucking hard, but something about being connected like this puts my soul at peace. The feeling is indescribable as her slick need coats me, and I want to memorize this moment.

      My hands on her wrists relax, and her fingers find their way to my chest and back. I feel her nails mark me, and I love her touch. She tries to move, but the weight of my body won’t allow for much. As much as I want to stay buried just like this, I pull out a little and then rock back inside. We both moan with pleasure at the glide of my cock, and I do it again.

      Over and over, I thrust into her pussy as she clenches around me. She’s so fucking tight and wet that I have to force myself to hold back. I shouldn’t cum inside of her, I should make myself pull out, but the thought of it is too great.

      “Selma,” I grunt, and she nods, just as close to her climax as I am.

      With a tilt of her hips and a graze of my shaft in the right spot, her pussy clamps down on me. Her orgasm is harder than before, and her body tenses all over. I have no choice but to follow her over the edge, so I bury my face in her neck. I thrust hard one last time and empty myself into her tight body.

      There’s so much of me, I spill out of the sides, and it runs out between us. It’s making a mess, but I can’t stop as I move in shallow, uneven thrusts. It’s the single greatest orgasm of my life, and I don’t have the strength to pull out. So instead, I lie like a pile of rubble on top of her, apologizing for my weight.

      “I’m so heavy, but I can’t move.”

      “I didn’t expect to like it so much.” She wraps her legs around my waist, as if pulling me deeper.

      “You’re a witch,” I accuse, and she giggles under me. “If I die, just know that I was happy.”

      “If you die, I will probably die with you because I can’t move your lumberjack ass off me.”

      “Good. Then I can fuck you for eternity.” I love the sound of her laughter, and I don’t ever want it to stop.

      As much as I don’t want to crush her, I don’t plan on moving anytime soon.
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      I let out a contented sigh as I start to wake, then reach out and grab the pillow beside me. I pull it against my chest and wrap my arms around it, then bury my face into the soft cotton. A familiar sexy scent fills my lungs, and my desire instantly ignites. My eyes pop open as the night before comes flooding back in one erotic scene after another. Luca had taken me several times during the night until I’d finally crashed like the dead.

      The sweet ache between my thighs is the only reminder I need to remember what happened. I smile as I slowly sit up and look around the room. There is no sign of Luca anywhere, but it’s not like he would sneak out on me in the middle of the night. But with the light streaming across the room, I realize it’s morning.

      I throw my legs over the side of the bed and go in search of Luca. When I enter the bathroom, I don’t see anything, so I grab a robe off the hook. While wrapping it around me, I make my way back toward the bed. The clock on the table shows it’s almost eleven o’clock. Holy shit, I can’t remember the last time I slept in this late. I’ve always been a morning person, even if I worked all through the night.

      There’s something in the back of my mind telling me not to believe Luca would sneak out. Maybe he went out to get food. I come up with several reasons he’s not here, making myself feel more pathetic with each one.

      This very well could be a one-night stand, which I guess I can understand. As much as the thought bums me out, I still didn't think he’d up and go like an asshole. After what we shared last night, he wouldn’t leave without so much as a goodbye. Damn it, he took my virginity; it’s a dick move to just peace out.

      I close my eyes tightly.

      Luca can’t avoid me forever, so him just leaving would make it even more awkward the next time we see each other. Our asses are going to be stuck together for the rest of our lives whether we like it or not. We’re both close to our siblings, and the reality of that makes me groan with regret. Tears start to burn behind my eyes, but I refuse to let myself cry. I’m a big girl, I can do a one-night stand. It’s not a big deal.

      The lie I tell myself tastes bitter.

      I won’t be that girl who sleeps with a guy and falls madly in love. I have a brain—an Ivy League one at that. This is nothing, and totally normal. Casual.

      A knock on the door has relief flooding my system. All that crap I told myself flushes down the drain as I smile happily and rush over to open the door.

      The hotel employee is holding a room service cart, and I stand there stunned.

      “I’ve got your brunch,” the waitstaff says cheerfully. I open the door wider so he can push the cart into the room, but my relief is short lived. “Mr. Cross wanted to make sure you got something to eat before you left.”

      It takes a moment to process what he’s saying. “As in he already checked out?” The young man tilts his head, giving me a puzzled look.

      “Yes, ma’am. Hours ago.”

      “Right.” I nod, forcing a smile. “Thank you.”

      He leaves the tray, and I let the door fall closed before him. It’s a full minute before I blink and then look away from the food. I’m not even willing to lift the lids to see what is under them.

      I bet Luca thinks he’s such a gentleman, sending me breakfast after our night together. I plop down onto the bed, blowing my curls out of my face and hating this hollow feeling in my chest.

      What I need to do right now is get the hell out of here. This room is a reminder of what happened last night. I need to wash it and everything else off of my body.

      I cringe when I realize the only thing I have to put on is my bridesmaid dress. In my car I have a change of clothes, but I’m still going to have to do the walk of shame one way or another. This day keeps getting better and better.

      The one time I give in and this is where it gets me, but I suppose I’ve learned my lesson. I grab my dress off the floor and drop the robe. The evidence of last night is still sticky on my thigh, and I hate that my body heats at seeing it.

      I close my eyes and take a deep breath. I’d let him take me without a condom. Shit, I’d all but begged for it. I can almost hear my brother’s stupid words about finding the one and all logic going out the window. I don’t think the one bounces out the morning after sex without a word.

      My mind drifts to what Luca might have been thinking when he snuck out this morning. Had he thought about what I might feel, or had I been forgotten so easily?

      I swore I felt something between us last night, and it wasn’t one-sided. My throat starts to close, because how could I possibly know that? I was a naïve virgin that served myself up on a silver platter. He’s no different than the bartender last night—his game was just better. I bought his whole act, and worse, I wish that I could say it was terrible. This might not hurt so much if he hadn’t been so careful and attentive. Now I fear Luca might have ruined me for all other men when it comes to sex because I can’t imagine anyone else being that amazing.

      I need to stop this pity party and move my ass. I get dressed quickly and the best I can in the dress. I can’t zip it up all the way, but it’s enough for now. Once I get all my crap together, I pull my keys out of my small clutch so I can make a straight shot to my car.

      When I exit the room I look around and let out a sigh of relief when nobody else is there. My luck doesn’t last long, because I don’t make it to the parking lot before I hear someone shout my name.

      “Selma!” I turn around to see Juno headed my way with a bright smile on her face. She’s got a box in her hand. “I didn’t know you stayed here. I thought you headed out last night.” She looks me up and down and then lifts her eyebrows in question.

      “It was late and I had a few drinks. I didn’t want to risk the long drive back to the city.” I lace the small lie with truth, hoping it makes it more believable. If she doesn’t buy it, she’s not calling me on it.

      “Yeah, I totally get that. The hotel called me this morning because we left a few things behind.” She motions to the box in her hand.

      “Do you need any help with it?” I ask, even as my mind chants for her to say no.

      “Nah, girl. Go get yourself out of those heels. I can still feel them from last night.”

      “Thanks.” I give her a brief hug before finally making it back to my car. I debate changing in the back seat, but all I want to do is put as much space as I can between Pink Springs and myself.

      After I toss all my stuff in, I put on my seatbelt and pull out of the parking lot. There’s a red light ahead, and when I stop at it, I let out a long sigh.

      This is one of those times when I wish Mom was still alive. I could never ask my brother for advice about this, even if he thinks I should be able to talk to him about anything. I can’t even go to Lux. We’ve gotten close, but this is her brother, and I don’t want to know about her sex life with my brother.

      I scream when suddenly something hits me from behind and propels my car forward into the intersection. The seat belt digs into my shoulder, and the sound of glass shattering is all around me.

      I cry out as I turn to try and see who or what the hell ran into me, and I see a man in a white truck with a panicked look on his face. It isn’t until I hear the sounds of screeching tires do I see the other car coming through the intersection right at me. I brace myself for the impact as the car collides against my passenger side door, sending my car into a spin. Black spots dance in my eyes as I watch the man in the white truck speed away quickly.

      Sirens blare in the distance as I slump against my seat. The cars have stopped moving, but I need to get out. I try to open my car door, but I must be in shock or something because I can’t get the handle to work. A cop cruiser comes to a stop near me, and I hear someone shouting my name.

      Cooper jumps out of his patrol car and runs towards me. “Selma!”

      “I’m fine,” I groan, but I don’t know if he can hear me over his own shouting. “Do not call my brother,” I manage to say as he jerks the door open. Metal screeches as he pushes it back and looks me over.

      “Are you hurting anywhere?” He ignores what I said as he assesses the scene.

      “They are on their honeymoon,” I say, and he looks at me like I’m crazy.

      “Okay,” he says sharply. “Are you hurting anywhere?”

      My heart? I want to say, but I’m guessing that’s not what he means. I feel a little dizzy, but I don’t want to go to the hospital.

      “I’m just shook up,” I admit. I’m sore too, and I imagine I’m going to feel this even more tomorrow. Bet it won’t hurt as bad as this morning.

      “You have a cut on your head.” Cooper tilts my chin up, and I can hear more sirens coming. “It’s either the hospital or I call your brother.”

      I glare at him, but I know this isn’t a fight I’m going to win. “Fine,” I agree.

      At least one of the Cross men is a gentleman.
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      My flight to Houston was early, and I’m exhausted from the lack of sleep last night, but I can’t say I regret a single moment of it. I’ve smiled to myself randomly throughout the morning thinking of Selma and what we did.

      There’s part of me that wonders if it was all a dream. When I think about it in flashes it feels that way, but the ache in my cock and the feel of her scratches reminds me of what we shared. Every curve, every touch, all of it was perfection. I can’t think of her without seeing her spread out on the bed, her dark curls a mess and her eyes hooded from pleasure. Fuck, I could rub one out right now, and this is definitely not the place.

      “Mr. Cross?”

      I blink a few times and remember I’m in the middle of a meeting. Fuck, this is one of the biggest deals I’ve ever brokered, so I need to pay attention. Not thinking about how sweet Selma tasted when she rubbed her pussy on my face. Concentrate.

      “Um, yes. The margin for development in the zoning area is correct. The city has already passed the change in code, so we’ll have a smooth transition once the contracts are signed.”

      Thank god I know the answer, otherwise this deal might fall through. The company that’s purchasing the large industrial parcel wants to make sure there won’t be any hiccups. I did everything in my power to make it smooth, and today’s the day we seal the deal.

      I can probably be on a plane back to Pink Springs in less than two hours. The thought begins to build, and I glance down at my phone wondering why the fuck Selma hasn’t texted me yet.

      Getting the hotel to do everything exactly right was all part of my plan. One I had to come up with on the fly when I couldn’t find her fucking cellphone to put my number into it. I tried waking her up several times, even once with my mouth. She woke up just long enough to mumble my name while she came and then passed out into the pillow. I’ve never met such a hard sleeper, and I wonder how many orgasms I could give her while she snoozed. I bite back a smile at the thought and press the heel of my hand to my cock under the table so it doesn’t keep growing.

      The hotel was supposed to spell out I miss you in chocolate chips on top of her pancakes and then give her the note I left. I thought she would find it annoying and adorable, but it’s been radio silence. Did we not have a good time last night?

      I shake the thought off, because I know we did. We shared something special between us, and there’s no way it was one-sided. Right?

      No, it was special and different than anything I’d ever felt before. Not just because my bare cock was in her tight little cunt—

      “Mr. Cross?”

      I look up and see the entire room looking at me, and I have no clue what they were just talking about. Fuck, I was lost again. I need to pay attention.

      “Which page was that again?”

      The attorney for the buyer looks agitated, and I probably would be too if the roles were reversed. The mediator goes over what she said one more time, and I give the answers accordingly.

      Right now I need everyone in the room happy so we can sign the last of the paperwork and go. But instead we come to the end of the contract, and the attorney closes his brief.

      “I think we’d like another day to confer with our client.”

      “Why?” I ask, genuinely shocked. “We’ve been over this for weeks now; this was a cursory meeting to obtain signatures.”

      “I think it’s in our best interest to review our findings today and then reconvene tomorrow morning. Let’s say nine a.m.?”

      I press my lips together tightly instead of telling him the contract today has been the same fucking contract for the past six months. The only thing that’s changed from then to now is me being distracted while they read over it one final time. I could recite the fucking thing in my sleep, but instead of creating more tension, I put on my most charming smile and stand up.

      “Absolutely. I’ll be available if you need me before then, as always, but otherwise we’ll meet first thing.”

      After we shake hands and everyone has left the board room, I grab the bottle of water in front of me and hurl it against the wall.

      Seeing the mess makes me feel marginally better, but it still doesn’t tell me why the fuck Selma hasn’t called me yet. It’s not like I can call her brother, who is on his honeymoon, or call my sister for that matter. The last thing I want to discuss with my baby sister is my sex life.

      Maybe I could call Cooper? Although I really don’t want him nosing around in my love life. He’s a fucking hound dog as soon as he gets a scent on something. It makes sense he became the town sheriff.

      I search the number for the hotel on my phone because that’s the only thing I can think of. What else am I supposed to do with a whole day to kill in Houston? Tomorrow morning can’t come soon enough, and the second I can get a plane back home, I’m hunting down Selma for some answers.

      After a quick call with the hotel staff, they informed me that they took her the breakfast as instructed and she left shortly after. That was all the information they had, and they refused to give me access to the video system. So much for “the customer is always right.”

      Not knowing is the worst part, but I’ll get my answers at some point. Until then, I guess I’m just going to jerk off in my hotel room to the memories of last night.
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      This is the second morning I’ve woken with the smell of Luca all around me, and the longing is the same as yesterday. Of all the rooms at the Cross house, how did I get stuck in Luca’s? This must be some form of torture after what I went through yesterday.

      Moisture pools between my legs as my breasts ache. I can’t stop the memories of what he did to my body and the desire it brings to the surface. All I need is the scent of Luca and my body is awake with need.

      With all the aches from yesterday's accident, this is one I can actually do something about. I spread my legs and slip my fingers into my underwear. It’s shameful how wet I already am from only the scent of Luca. He’s not even here and he still owns my body in a way that I don’t want to acknowledge.

      I close my eyes and think about his mouth between my thighs, then let out a small gasp as I recall it in detail. He’d been relentless and didn’t stop until I begged him to. The pleasure was intense but even more so when he thrust his cock inside of me. My other hand pinches my nipple and then plucks at it as I think about him entering me for the first time. That tiny bite of pain I felt as he’d taken my virginity was worth it. He rutted inside me and claimed it for himself, and god how the sight of him made it wetter.

      My fingers move fast over my clit, but it's nothing compared to Luca’s mouth. Right now, this is all I’ve got, and I need to get off. My breathing picks up as I climb closer to my orgasm, but it’s still too far away. I rub and rub as frustration sets in, and I grit my teeth.

      “Damn you, Luca,” I say as my fingers cramp and I give up. I jerk my hand out of my panties and sit up in his stupid bed.

      I’m even wearing his dumb shirt to sleep in, and I roll my eyes at myself.

      With disappointment I pull myself from the bed and go into the bathroom to clean up. I’ve got to get the heck out of here. I need space if I’m going to put all this crap behind me, but I didn’t have much of a choice yesterday. It was either stay here last night with Cooper and Juno so they could wake me up every hour, or they’d call my brother. I didn’t sleep well at all, but I guess that’s the point after a possible concussion.

      My body aches all over, but it’s not as bad as I thought it was going to be. The ache in my chest and between my thighs is worse, but no painkillers are going to do anything about that.

      I still only have my bridesmaid dress since my car got taken away, so I walk over to Luca’s dresser in search of something to wear. I open the first drawer and find what I need, but I still keep peeking around, not feeling the least bit guilty about it. There’s not much here, and I wonder how this is his home. There’s nothing here besides his clothes and the lingering scent of him. I hate how my body reacts to it once again, and I shove the drawer closed in irritation.

      “Selma.” Juno says my name before she knocks on the door to the bedroom. I walk over and open it, and she’s standing there with a bright smile. “You look better today.”

      “So I looked terrible yesterday?” I pretend to be offended.

      “Maybe a little bit,” she teases me right back. “Cooper is making a late breakfast, and I thought you might need these.” She holds up a pair of yoga pants. “But I guess you already found something to wear.”

      “I stole some boxers.” She’d given me the shirt last night, so she probably doesn’t care.

      “Never thought I’d see the day Luca has a girl in his room wearing his clothes.” She laughs it off easily, but meanwhile my stomach tightens. What does that even mean?

      “Because he doesn't sleep with locals?” I ask, unable to help myself.

      I’m not sure what information I’m fishing for here. He pretty much told me that the other night, but I’d still like to hear it from someone else. What the hell would you even call what we did? This is way worse than sleeping with someone from your town. I really need to let this go because I’m going in circles. What’s done is done, I remind myself, and there’s no going back.

      “I never see him with anyone.” She shrugs. “Come eat. You need it with those painkillers.”

      I have a feeling I’ll have to eat if I want to get out of here. “Okay,” I agree, following her down the stairs.

      I’m not sure if her answer to my question is good or bad. On one hand it’s good because he doesn't bring a line of women in and out of his house, but on the other hand it also shows he’s never had a serious relationship. As if I have room to talk on that one. I’ve stayed clear of dating my whole life, but look where it’s landed me.

      Cooper is standing at the stove as I enter the kitchen. “How are you feeling?” he asks.

      “A bit sore,” I answer, and he nods. “I’m guessing my car is shot?”

      “Yeah. I’ll give you a copy of the report for your insurance company about the hit and run.”

      “I’m just glad no one was seriously hurt.”

      The man in the second car that hit me didn’t have a scratch on him. They are still looking for the jackass that caused the whole mess to begin with.

      “You got knocked around pretty good. You should hang around here another day and rest,” Juno says as she holds a plate out to Cooper. He puts some eggs on it before she adds some bacon.

      “I really want to get home and into my own bed.” Cooper starts to speak, and I narrow my eyes on him. “Isn’t blackmail illegal or something?”

      Juno snorts and then presses her lips together.

      “I’m watching out for our family, that’s all. Bastian would do the same.” He gives me a warm smile, and I feel guilty.

      “That’s really sweet of both of you, but I’m good, I promise.” I’d already sent in a request for a driver to come and get me this morning, and they should be here soon.

      “At least eat.” Juno puts the plate in front of me and leaves no room for an argument.

      “Thanks.” I pick up my fork and do as she orders. It’s not until the food hits my mouth that I realize how truly hungry I am.

      Cooper’s phone starts to ring as Juno puts a glass of orange juice down in front of me.

      “Luca.” I hear Cooper say as he turns off the stove and walks out of the kitchen. My heart begins to race, and I wonder what will happen if he’s on his way here. The last thing I want is to run into him after he ditched me.

      When Cooper told me to take his room last night, he said Luca was gone, but he didn’t mention when he’d be back.

      “I still can’t get over how incredible that wedding was. It was a fairy tale really.” Juno picks up a piece of bacon and pops it into her mouth.

      “It really was. Lux is so good for my brother.” They fit together perfectly, and it makes me long for the same thing.

      “Everyone needs a little Lux in their life.” I nod in agreement as I quickly eat my food.

      My phone vibrates, and I look down to see my ride's here. “This breakfast was wonderful. Thank you so much for it and for taking care of me.” I hop up from my chair. “I have to get my things.”

      “Wait, you’re leaving?” Juno calls after me as I make my escape.

      Luca isn't the only one who can slip out the morning after.
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      “What the fuck do you mean she was in an accident?” I hold the phone tighter in my hand as I stand as still as a statue outside the boardroom.

      “I told you she’s fine. She stayed at the house last night and Juno and I checked on her. Why are you so upset?”

      “Upset!” I shout and then take a deep breath. Cooper doesn’t know about me and Selma, but he’s about to get caught up. Everyone is. “Where is she? I need to talk to her.”

      I curse again for not having her number, and I swear to god when I get my hands on her, I’m going to tattoo it on my arm.

      “Hang on,” Cooper says, and I hear movement on the other end of the phone.

      I want to scream at him to run and hurry, but I close my eyes and remind myself that it’s okay, she’s okay. He explained the accident, but all I heard was that she’d been to the hospital and that equals really bad in my brain.

      “Mr. Cross, we’re ready to resume,” the mediator says and waits for me to follow her.

      I’m still in fucking Houston dealing with this contract. A contract that should have been wrapped up yesterday, and I could have been home to be the one to take care of Selma.

      “I need a second,” I tell her, and she gives me a tight smile as she goes back into the boardroom.

      “Sorry, she’s gone,” Cooper says, but I must have heard him wrong.

      “What?”

      “Juno said she called an Uber to come get her. She left just a second ago.” He says something to Juno, and then I hear him come back to the phone. “Why did you want to talk to her?”

      “Fuck!” I shout and through the glass of the boardroom everyone turns to stare at me. I can’t imagine what I look like right now, but based on the faces they’re making I’m guessing it’s not good.

      I hang up the phone and without thinking it through, I leave the meeting. I hear someone behind me call my name, but I hit the button for the elevator instead.

      “Mr. Cross, is everything okay?” the mediator says as she hurries to catch up with me.

      “My wife’s been in an accident,” I blurt out, again without really thinking through what the hell I’m doing.

      “Oh my god, I had no idea you were married. Is she okay?”

      “She will be after I get my hands on her,” I answer.

      There’s just enough time for me to see the shocked expression on her face before the elevator doors close. I’m not able to process exactly what I’m walking out on as I pull out my phone and make a call.

      By the time I’m outside and in a cab, I’ve already called the hotel and had them pack my belongings. And made a call to the airport to charter a private plane back home to Pink Springs. Selma might be okay, but I won’t know for sure until I lay my eyes and hands on her.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

      Two hours later, I’m getting off the plane and my car is waiting for me on the tarmac. I grab the keys from the attendant nearby and toss my bag in the passenger seat. Once behind the wheel, I feel like I finally have control, and I hit the gas. Hard.

      I need to learn how to fly a fucking plane, because at least then it would have felt like I was doing something instead of sitting idly by, waiting to be closer to Selma.

      The drive to the city isn’t long, and with the way I’m driving, I do it in half the time. I know where Selma lives because Bastian and I have had several talks over dinner about real estate in the city and the developments he owns. I remember specifically discussing his sister’s building because it was part of a land deal I did a few years back. Since then the company built a few high-rises, and his sister was at the top of one of the best.

      Pulling into the front, I hand my keys over to the valet and wave to the doorman. I called ahead and told them I’d be coming and made sure the owner of the building backed me up. When the elevator opens automatically, I hit the button for the penthouse and tap my foot anxiously.

      The ride up feels like it’s taking years, but in actuality it’s a straight shot, and I’m at her door in seconds. I don’t bother knocking, but the damn thing is locked so I don’t have a choice.

      “Selma!” I bang loudly, not caring if she thinks I’m crazy. Right now I am. “Selma, open this damn door.”

      My fist is raised in the air to bang on it again, just as she swings it open and glares daggers at me. “What the hell is wrong with you?”

      “Oh thank god.” I rush forward with my arms open and pull her to me. I bury my face in her dark curls and breathe in her sweet scent as I close my eyes. “Fuck, he said you were okay, but I was so fucking worried.”

      “Are you insane?” I feel her tense, and her hands push on my shoulders.

      “Yes.” I answer honestly and make no move to put her down.

      She lets out a long sigh, and I feel her body go limp in my arms. “At least close my front door.”

      I kick it closed without turning to look at it and walk forward. “Where’s your bedroom?”

      “Down the hall,” she says softly, and I make my way to it. “Luca, what the hell are you doing?”

      “I’m going to look you over myself. I need to make sure you’re okay.” When I set her on the edge of the bed, she takes the opportunity to shove me back. I’m so much bigger than her that I don’t move, and she growls in frustration.

      “I didn’t ask you to come here.”

      “Why didn’t you call me?” I snap, finally able to say what I’ve been unable to since I was last with her. I reach up and cup her face, and she scowls at me.

      “I’m sorry I didn’t hear it when you snuck out.” Her words are sharp, but I’m confused.

      “It was on the note. The hotel said they left it on the cart with the pancakes.”

      “Pancakes?” Now she’s the one confused.

      “I had them spell out I miss you in chocolate chips. You said it was your favorite.”

      “Chocolate chips?”

      “Then there was a note with my number. You were supposed to call me.”

      “A note?”

      “Stop repeating what I’m saying.” I lean forward and hold her face with both my hands. “I got here as fast as I could. I was held up in Houston, but that’s a whole other mess I need to deal with. Why didn’t you call me?”

      “I-I didn’t know.” Her shoulders deflate, and I see some of the worry in her eyes melt away. “I was kind of salty when I woke up alone.” She shrugs, and it might be the cutest thing I’ve ever seen.

      “So you missed me, huh?” I give her my best cocky grin, and she rolls her eyes. “It’s okay, you don’t have to say it out loud.” I lean forward and kiss her softly on the lips. “But just know that I’ll never let you forget it.”

      This time when our lips meet, I make no move to break the kiss. It’s so fucking good to have my mouth back on her, and finally the tense muscles in my body can begin to relax. We’re here, we’re with her. I lay her down on the bed and notice for the first time she’s fresh out of the shower and in a silk robe. Which makes my job of getting her naked all that much easier.

      With one quick knot, she’s bare under me, and I lean back to look at her smooth, silky skin. Her knees spread just a little, and I smile as I lick my lips.

      “Is that an invitation?”

      “You know it is, don’t make me beg,” she sasses, and I smile even bigger.

      I kiss my way down her body until I’m between her legs. I kiss her hips and then let my mouth graze to the inside of her thigh. I bite her there just a little, and she moans with need. Even now I can see her wet lips glistening, and I can’t wait any more.

      My tongue slides between her folds, and I’m so fucking hungry for her. I didn’t realize how being away from her would affect me, but now that I’m in her presence again, I don’t know how I’ll be able to ever let her go.

      Her pussy is so fucking juicy as I eat her like a ripe peach. She’s right there with me, raising her hips, pushing against my mouth, and gripping my hair to hold me steady. Selma might have been a virgin the other night, but she’s learned quickly where exactly her pleasure lies. With just a few quick licks of my tongue and the right pressure in the right spot, she goes off like a rocket.

      She cries out my name, and her legs tense as she rides my face. It’s so fucking hot seeing her get off, and I’m already freeing my cock to get inside her. I want to feel it on my dick this time.

      “On top,” I tell her as I rip off my shirt and get on the bed. “I need to see those tits bounce.”

      I grab her by the hips and pull her on me, just as I thrust into her pussy. In one quick motion she’s seated all the way down, and I let out a low groan.

      “Goddamn it, Selma. Don’t make me cum yet.”

      She clenches around me, and we both moan at the same time. I hold her hips steady and thrust up as she tries to hold on. She might be on top, but I’m still the one in control of this ride, and I think we both prefer it that way.

      “Harder,” she says softly, and when I give her what she wants she cries out in pleasure.

      She’s so fucking tight like this, and I plant my feet to get deeper.

      “Never letting you go,” I say through clenched teeth as I force my body to hold on a little longer. I’m so fucking close, but I need to wait for her. “You’re mine.”

      “Luca,” she calls just as her back arches and she bears down on me.

      Her pussy clenches, and I can’t control it any longer. My cock swells, and we cum together, hot and fast. She falls across my chest and I hold her tight as I stay inside her as deep as I can go. My orgasm feels like it never ends, and I close my eyes.

      Right now, there’s nothing else in this world I want except Selma. And I’m going to do everything it takes to get her.
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      “So what do you think?” I ask Lux and Juno.

      I’d asked them to come with me to have a look at the office space I found. If I asked my brother Bastian he would only say, “Sure, it’s great” without really giving any feedback just so he could get back home to Lux. I know Juno and Lux will give me an honest opinion.

      Juno came to the city to see Lux, so it worked out perfectly. Lux’s honeymoon was only supposed to be a couple of weeks, but it turned into a month. It sounds like a complete dream to be on a beach with Luca for a month.

      I’m sure they never wanted it to end, but I’m happy they’re back. I’d started to miss my brother and Lux, and I also missed hanging out with Juno and Lux together. I didn’t realize how much I enjoyed our friendship until it was missing. I don’t know how I went so long without having girlfriends because they really are vital.

      “I love that it’s close to home,” Lux says as I follow her around the space.

      “Me too. It’s the main reason I picked it. We can actually walk here if we want, but this office also gives us reserved parking as well. Plus, all the windows are amazing.”

      “Do you think we need all this space, though?” Lux opens a door to another office.

      “We don’t really need a whole floor, but location is key to making life easier. It’s big, but we’ll save so much time commuting, and if we want to expand at some point we could do so easily. Then we wouldn't have to up and move again or wait for something else to open in the building.” I don’t love the idea of growing, but it’s there. The whole point of breaking off from our last job was to downsize clients and work less.

      “You do realize you both cringed at the idea of expanding,” Juno says with a laugh.

      Had we?

      “I mean, I want this to succeed, but at what price?” Lux says.

      I know what she’s getting at. When she met my brother, he was work obsessed, and she doesn't want him falling back into that pattern. I have no doubt that with Lux in his life, she’ll always come before everything. I can’t help the jealousy I feel in that, but it’s the way it should be.

      I’d forgiven Luca for ditching me the morning after. And I didn’t tell him that it still bums me out that I had to wake up alone the morning after I lost my virginity. I really shouldn't be pissed, because he’s gone out of his way to try and make it up to me. I missed his sweet gesture that next morning because of my anger and hurt. Still, I wonder if this will be my life with him. Will he always sneak out of bed before I wake up? I’m worried I want more than he’s willing to give, and I don’t want to be clingy. I’ve realized how much of a hold he has on me already, and what if it only gets worse?

      “I agree. Maybe we can use the space for something else?” I suggest.

      “Before we move on, what’s on your mind? You seemed excited about this place but hesitant at the same time.” Of course Juno catches that. “Does it have something to do with Luca?” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      We’d waited for Lux and my brother to get back before we told everyone about Luca and me. They were happy for us, even when I was worried Bastian might try to act like a big brother and be protective over me. Maybe he did behind closed doors, but he told me the way I light up when Luca’s around showed him all he needed to know.

      “I still can’t believe you and Luca are dating.” Lux’s excitement nearly bubbles over.

      “Dating” sounds so tame for what we’re doing. Luca has brought up getting married a few times, but I put the brakes on. There’s no way I was getting engaged without my brother even knowing that I was dating anyone. They only got back from their honeymoon a few days ago. So now I’m wondering if Luca’s going to pop the question soon.

      “No, it’s not about Luca exactly. I’m with Lux. I don’t want to fall back into work like Bastian and I did before. I also don’t want to hinder growth if that’s what everyone else wants. I’ll have to take a less active role if that’s the case. I know I give my brother a hard time about how work ruled his life, but the reality is, I was right there by his side,” I admit.

      I’ve been enjoying the downtime because I didn’t realize how much I’d been missing out on in life. I had no friends or social life whatsoever. Now I have Luca and a growing family, and that’s where I want to focus my attention. I know better than most that time with family can be fleeting. You need to hold on to every moment, which is why I believe I worked so much before. It was a way for Bastian and me to be together all the time. He was all I had, but things have changed. So maybe it’s time to change even more.

      “I agree. We can turn one of the extra rooms into a nursery and nix the whole expanding thing for now,” Lux declares, clapping her hands together. Juno and I stare at her with wide eyes. “What? You don’t like that idea?” She starts to fidget with her hair.

      “Lux, what are you saying?” Juno demands, and Lux bites her lip to hide a smile.

      “I was going to tell everyone at Sunday dinner, but I can’t wait any longer. I’m pregnant!” she announces.

      “Oh my gosh!” Juno is jumping up and down. “Me too!”

      “What?” Lux and I both shout at the same time. Holy crap, I’m going to be an aunt.

      A deep longing hits me, and even though I know it’s too soon for babies, Luca and I haven't exactly been careful about using protection. If anything, we’ve been ignoring it completely. Luca knows what it could lead to, but we’ve never talked about children. I’m not sure he’s ready for something like that with how much he’s invested in his work.

      We lie in bed for hours talking every night. I know so much about him, but the mention of kids has never been there. My stomach starts to turn, and a queasy feeling takes over.

      “This is so awesome,” Juno says with a smile lighting up her face. “We get to be preggo together.” They both go in for a hug.

      “Now it’s your turn,” Lux declares, narrowing her eyes on me.

      “I don’t think your brother is ready for all that,” I say, and Lux scrunches her nose.

      “The way he is with you is nothing like I’ve ever seen before. What he wants might surprise you. I know everything I thought I wanted changed when I met Bastian.” Lux grabs my hand and gives it a squeeze.

      “Is there a chance you could be pregnant already?” Juno asks. How the hell does she keep seeing right through me?

      “I suppose.” I give a shrug, not wanting to get excited about something that isn't happening.

      “Only one way to find out.” Lux pulls my hand and makes me go with her, not giving me a choice but to follow after her.

      “Now?” My heart starts to race, and I’m not sure I’m ready to even find out.

      “Why not now?” Juno pushes as we pass the realtor waiting at the front of the office.

      “We’ll take it,” Lux tells the realtor as she keeps ushering me out the building.

      Before I know it, I’m standing in Lux’s master bathroom with a stick in my hand, waiting to see if little blue lines pop up. It only takes a second before we see the lines staring back at me, and both Lux and Juno start cheering. I’m too shocked to join them. Motherhood wasn't something I thought would be in my future, but just like Luca, it came out of nowhere.

      “You okay?” Juno asks when they realize I’m not cheering with them.

      “It’s a lot, but I’m happy.” I put my hand on my stomach and all I can think about is what Luca is going to say.

      “What are you ladies doing in th—” My brother trails off when he sees us all standing in the bathroom with our eyes filled with tears. He sees what I’m holding and then he walks straight to me and pulls me in for a hug.

      “I know, I miss her too,” he says, knowing I’m thinking about Mom not being here for this. He kisses the top of my head, and I nod.

      “She’d be so excited that we’re both having babies at the same time,” I manage to say.

      “She would.” He smiles down at me, and although there’s always the ache of missing her, it’s not as awful as it once was. So much new love has come into my life and has filled up my heart and soul that I choose to remember the joy I shared with her instead of the pain of losing her.

      “Everyone keep a lid on it. I’m going to tell Luca tonight when he gets back.” Both Lux and Juno pretend to zip their mouths and throw away the keys. “I’ve got to get going. I have a few things I want to do before Luca gets home tonight.” An idea is already forming in my mind on how I’m going to tell him.

      I give everyone a hug goodbye before I’m heading back to my place. Luca went out of town yesterday and is supposed to be back tonight. The last few times he’s had a trip, I actually went with him, but today I needed to check out the office space. I think a part of me wanted him to see that I won’t always be able to go with him on trips.

      He took a couple weeks off after his trip to Houston, but now he’s back at work. What will it be like when I can't travel with him at all? I heard Lux say he’s out of town more than he’s ever home, and she can go weeks without seeing or hearing from him.

      An uneasy feeling starts to settle in when I enter my place. Slowly more and more of Luca’s things have been popping up over here. It’s nice seeing them around, but there’s so much that’s unsaid between us.

      He’s teased and said we’re getting married, but that’s about it. There have been no I love yous or the question of moving in together. Last night was the first night we actually slept apart. It sucked because I’ve already grown used to him in bed with me. I hadn't given all of this much thought until now, and we’re about to have a baby.

      I go into the bedroom to find something sexy to wear for tonight. I’m going to make him some pancakes for dinner with my own little message written out on them. As I start to get ready, the worry melts away and the excitement starts to rise. We can make this work. I know how Luca feels even if he hasn’t put it into words yet.

      My phone rings, and I see Luca’s name pop up. I answer it, thinking he must have landed early.

      “Hey.”

      “Miss you, baby” are the first words out of his mouth.

      “I miss you too.” We passed out on the phone together last night.

      “Fuck, I hate this, but I have to make a trip down to Texas. A deal that fell through for me has come back up. They want to sign the contract now.”

      “Okay,” I say because what else can I say?

      “I swear, I’ll be quick.”

      “I get it. Your work is important to you.”

      “Shit, they’re calling my flight. I’ll call you when I land.”

      “Bye.” I quickly end the call and wipe away my tears.

      I’m getting a taste of what marriage will be like for Luca. I know I’m being a bit dramatic, but I’m going to blame it on my hormones.

      I abandon the kitchen, not bothering to put away all the crap I pulled out for the pancakes. My heart and head fight an inner battle, making me feel lost. When I lie down on the bed, I rest my hand over my stomach and close my eyes.

      No matter what happens tomorrow, everything is going to change.
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          Luca

        

      

    

    
      It’s so fucking late by the time I make it back to Selma. I didn’t want to stay a second longer in Houston than I needed to, and after things finally finished, I got on the first flight out of there.

      Unfortunately that flight had two layovers with one getting pushed back three times. I couldn’t get anyone to charter me out of there, so I was at the mercy of everyone else. I was so impatient, but I also knew as soon as I got back to Selma things would be changing.

      The lights are off in her place, but when I get to the bedroom I see it’s empty. “Selma?” I look around and in the bathroom, but she’s not there, and worry takes the place of surprise. Just in case, I open the guest room and I breathe a sigh of relief when I find her there in the middle of the bed.

      I kick off my shoes and climb into bed still fully dressed. I pull her against me, and she mumbles something I don’t catch. But I’m so tired and it’s so late that I don’t want to ask. I only want to hold her in my arms while we sleep.

      It feels like two seconds later, but I must have been asleep for at least an hour or so. There’s light coming through the window, but the bed is empty. When I reach for Selma’s spot, it’s cold, so she must have gotten up a while ago.

      Rubbing the sleep out of my eyes with the heel of my hand, I walk out of the guest room and search for her. I hear sounds coming from the kitchen, and my stomach grumbles. I haven’t eaten anything since yesterday morning. Maybe I can convince Selma to go get some food while we talk.

      There’s so much I want to tell her, but first, coffee.

      “Hey, babe,” I say when I see her over by the sink. She doesn’t turn around, and I walk up behind her, wrapping my hands around her hips. “Why didn’t you sleep in our bed last night?”

      “Our bed?” She still doesn’t turn to look at me, and her body is tense. Everything about her body language is cold, and I blink my eyes to make sure I’m awake.

      “What’s wrong, is everything okay?”

      She pushes a pile of papers I left on the counter before I left. “Your stuff is everywhere.”

      “Sorry about that. Here, let me move it.” I grab the stack of papers, and she finally turns to face me.

      “It’s everywhere, Luca. You keep bringing things over like you live here, but you don’t.” When her eyes meet mine, I see the red rim around them like she’s been crying.

      “Selma, what happened?” I put the papers down and reach for her, but she takes a step back.

      “It’s not what’s happened, it’s what’s going to happen. I can’t do this anymore, Luca. I see the writing on the wall, and I’m not sure I’m ready for it.”

      “Wait, slow down.” I try to calm my voice but at the same time my heart is thumping out of my chest. “Talk to me.”

      “I don’t want to be with someone who isn’t around.” She swallows hard, and I see her eyes begin to water. “I care about you, Luca, but you’re here one day and then gone for three. What kind of relationship are we supposed to have when you’re not here for it?”

      “Selma—”

      “It’s only been a short time, and I feel myself breaking at the thought of not being with you, but I won’t live a life like I did before. I gave everything to my job, and all I had to show for it was a life alone and miserable. I’ve seen how life is on the other side of that, and I’m not ready to give it up.”

      “Stop, let me speak—”

      “Luca, if I let you talk then I know you’ll convince me it’s okay and we’ll make it work. I don’t want to be convinced. I know what I feel when you’re with me, and I know what I feel when you’re gone. I can’t do this.”

      She shakes her head, and the tears fall.

      “That’s it.” I reach out and grab her by the arms and before she can stop me, I throw her over my shoulder.

      “Luca! Put me down!”

      “You said you didn’t want me to talk, so I’m going to show you instead.”

      “Luca Cross, you are crazy? Put me down!”

      I feel her hit my back, but all I do is shake my head as I get on the elevator and push the button for the lobby.

      “I’m not dressed! You can’t take me downstairs in pajamas,” she complains as she smacks my ass.

      “You should have thought of that sooner.”

      I’m still in my clothes from yesterday, and I slipped on my shoes before I walked out. I’m just happy she’s wearing one of my shirts and a pair of shorts, instead of sleeping naked like we usually do.

      “Good morning,” the doorman says as he holds out my keys.

      “Thanks, Eugene.” I nod as I go over to my SUV and open the passenger door. I plant Selma in the seat and give her a hard look. “You’re going to sit your pretty ass right here, and you’re not going to talk until I tell you I’m finished. Understood?”

      Her eyes are wide, and it’s probably because she’s surprised. I’m never one to raise my voice or show anger. I’m always the easygoing brother and the fun guy to hang out with. But right now, my woman is in need of a check, and she’s going to get it. I wait half a second before she nods and then I shut the door and go to the driver’s side.

      It’s a quiet drive, but it doesn't take long, and when we reach our destination, I can practically feel words ready to rush out of her mouth. I roll down my window and wave to the guy at the gate. He nods his head and hits a button so that the gates slide to the side. When I pull through, there’s parking straight ahead and a gated courtyard all around us.

      I turn off the car and look at Selma, who is physically pressing her lips together so she doesn’t start asking questions. It’s adorable, and I want to pull her to me and kiss the shit out of her. But then I think about all those fears she has bubbling up, and I know we need to settle a few things first.

      When I get out of the car and go to her side, I hold my arms out to her. This time she comes willingly, and I turn around to give her a piggyback ride.

      “Six years ago I visited an elderly lady that lived here. She was an only child and never married or had children.” I walk through the courtyard that leads to a garden around the edge of the property. “She was one of the first female architects in the city and designed this home to remind her of the country where she grew up, right in the middle of the city.”

      “It’s so beautiful,” Selma says softly, and I squeeze her thighs.

      “No talking.” She grunts, and I have to fight a smile. “At the time when I spoke to her, her health was failing, and she was preparing her assets. At first she told me that she wanted to sell the house and the land so that she could donate the money to charity. I tried to explain to her that the house is historic and should be preserved.”

      As we walk the edge of the garden, the hydrangeas are overrun and in bloom. They’re like blue and pink clouds around us, and the sun is shining overhead.

      “For years I’d come here and talk with her, and we’d discuss the house, but other things too. We talked about art, and the city, and the small towns we came from. Her name was Lily, and we became good friends. I might have been her only friend in the end, because a few months ago she passed and left this all to me.”

      “Luca,” Selma says softly, and I stop in the middle of the hydrangeas to place her on a patch of grass.

      Turning around, I pull Selma into my arms and brush my thumb over her cheek. “Before she died, I knew that even if she allowed me to sell this place for her, I couldn't do it. I’d made a place in my heart for Ms. Lily and her home. You know I lost my parents so young, she was like the grandmother I never had. I cared for her, and when she died I thought that was the end of the road for us. But then I found out she left me this, and it was like she was giving me a chance to change my course. I think she knew exactly what you were telling me this morning. That I work too much, I’m gone too often, and I’m not where I should be.”

      I reach into my back pocket and take out the little red box. Selma sees it and then her mouth opens as I hold it out for her.

      “The reason I went back to Texas was to sign a contract, but also to close out the final deal on my time away. I tied up all my loose ends, and I’m here to stay. Meeting you, Selma, was the catalyst I needed, the one that Ms. Lily was trying to show me all along. You’re my forever, and I love you with every part of my soul. I want forever with you, and I want to start now before you get away.”

      Kneeling down in front of her, I open the box and show Selma the five-carat ruby nestled inside.

      “Are you finished?” she asks, and I nod. “I love you, too.” This time when the tears come, they don’t break me like before.

      She throws herself into my arms, and I catch her, holding her close. “Is that a yes?”

      “Yes, you big stupid idiot, of course it’s a yes.” She laughs through tears, and I kiss her at the same time.

      “I love you so much, Selma.” I hold her face and look at her, then kiss her again because I need my lips all over her right now.

      “I’m pregnant,” she blurts out, and I freeze. “I wanted to tell you the other day when you were home, but then things got so mixed up, and oh my god, I almost broke up with you,” she rambles, then swallows hard.

      “You’re having my baby?”

      “Yes, I mean clearly. We’ve had so much sex and you never even tried to pull out—”

      I cover her mouth with mine, my heart swelling to the point of pain. Can a person die from too much joy? It’s overwhelming, and yet it all feels right. It’s perfect and magnificent in a way that I could have never dreamed possible.

      “I love you, I love you, I love you,” I say over and over as I kiss my soon-to-be wife.

      “You really know how to settle an argument,” she teases, and I shake my head.

      “You can try all you want, you’re never getting rid of me.”

      “And I never want to.” She smiles and kisses me back.

      This is the beginning of forever with us, and I can’t wait for it to begin.
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        Several years later…

      

      

      I watch my little Lily pad get her nails done. She’s leaning back in the chair with cucumbers on her eyes. I fight a laugh at how adorable she is. When I asked what she wanted to do for her birthday, she said a spa and tea day. I loved the idea so much. I might have gone a bit overboard, but she’s my only little girl.

      Our twin boys are rough and tumbles. They would destroy a tea party. Unless it comes to their little sister. She can get away with murder with them. It’s cute when she bosses them around. She is a tiny thing while her brothers are four years older than her and big for their age.

      “I think we’re all done,” the nail technician says. Lily sits up excitedly, wanting to see her nails. The cucumbers go flying, hitting the floor. I had the small pop-up spa set up on the back patio while tea will be out in the garden.

      Lily said she needed to get her nails and hair done first before her friends get here so she can be a host while they get their chance in the spa chairs. It’s her day. I told her she can do it however she wants, and she has. Down to every last detail. It drove me a bit nuts until Luca laughed and called her a mini-me.

      “Do we match, Mommy?” Lily holds up her hands, wiggling her fingers.

      “We sure do.” I show her mine.

      “Our turn yet?” Lux says, stepping out onto the patio. Juno comes walking out behind her. I can see all the cousins in the kitchen devouring food. The boys in this family can eat.

      “Yes!” Lily says. “You can match me and Mommy.” She shows her nails off to her aunts. It feels so damn good to have a family that is always growing.

      “You’re the birthday girl,” Juno says, taking one of the chairs.

      “How are you going to do your hair, sweetie?” Lux asks Lily.

      She taps her finger on her lips like she’s thinking.

      “I’m going to run and check on a few things. You got this for a little?” I ask.

      “Yep,” both Juno and Lux say.

      “Mommy, tell Aurora and Summer to come out please,” she begs, wanting her girl cousins out here with her. They might be cousins, but they are also best friends.

      When I walk inside, I give a round of hugs before sending the girls out back. The twins take the rest of the boys back to their room to hang out. I start making sure everything is in place. The party planner has done a wonderful job getting everything Lily asked for.

      I smile as I look through the gift bags that have each girl's name on them. Lily put in a personalized hand-written note to each girl. I start back to the kitchen when the doorbell rings, and I open the front door. The party doesn’t start for another hour or so. I think they’re still setting up the tea in the garden.

      “Hi,” I say to the man standing at the door. He looks a bit young.

      I glance behind him to see if he’s got a kid with him. I only see a white truck. I thought I knew all the parents of the handful of girls coming over. I suppose he could be an older brother.

      “Well, hello there.” A smile spreads across his face.

      “Are you here for the party?” I ask when he doesn't say more.

      “I can be.” He takes a step closer. “You have beautiful hair. Has anyone ever told you that?”

      He reaches his hand out about to touch me. Before I can smack his hand away, Luca’s own hand wraps around the young man’s wrist. I swear he can pop out of anywhere if there is a man too close to me. It’s a bit freaky and adorable too.

      “You don’t see the ring on her fucking finger?” He throws the man back with such force he stumbles backward. “You don’t reach out and touch a woman. Drop the extra chairs off your truck and get the fuck out of here.”

      Luca doesn’t give him a chance to respond. He slams the door shut.

      “Hi,” I chirp, giving him a giant smile. He narrows his eyes on me. That’s all it takes, and my body starts to heat. My Luca can be a very jealous man.

      If you would have told me years ago that would be something I loved about a man, I would have laughed my ass off. It’s not that way with my husband. I shamelessly get off on it. Sometimes I might even lure his jealousy out.

      “I can’t leave you alone for five minutes. You little ass is supposed to be out back getting pampered.”

      “Are you saying I don’t look all done?” I take a step back.

      “I didn’t say that,” he growls, grabbing me around the waist. “I’ll show you how fucking sexy I think you are.” I don't get a chance to respond. Luca goes full possessive caveman on me, which I knew was coming.

      I let out a small scream as he throws me over his shoulder, carrying me up the stairs and into our bedroom. He tosses me down on the bed.

      “If you want to wear that dress today, you better get it off or it’s going to be a cleaning rag.”

      “You wouldn’t.” I sit up on my elbows, not giving a crap about the dress. I have a dozen others. I pretend to be annoyed and make no movement to take the dress off.

      “I would.” He pounces. In one hard pull he’s ripping the dress easily. “By the time I’m done with you, you’ll need another spa appointment.”

      “Promises, promises,” I say, knowing he loves a challenge.

      “You know not to toy with me,” he warns, his breathing growing heavy. I love how after all these years and three kids we still can’t keep our hands off each other.

      My Luca is relentless in the things he wants in life. I have no doubt he’ll live up to this one and all the others.
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