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      Briar has always supported her twin sister even when it meant keeping her distance from the man she's been in love with since she was a little girl. But now that Mace has forced his way into her life, there's no way to keep those carefully built walls from crumbling. 

      Mace has bided his time, and now the wait is over. He's loved Briar from the moment he knew what love was, and now that his twin brother is out of the way, he's ready to start his forever. 

      Warning: Twins falling for twins? Could this be more over the top? Double up on the Double Trouble Duet, because it’s got twice the romance and love!
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      My twin has gone and lost her mind. She’s supposed to be the rational one. With all her lists and well-laid plans, now she goes and flips the script. After a week of dating, which is a term I’m going to use loosely in this situation, she decides she wants to get married next weekend. To one of the guys we’re supposed to loathe. 

      Not some small intimate wedding either, down at the family beach house. Nope, a wedding for hundreds of people. This is something I would do. I’m the one with random crazy ideas, not Meadow. When it comes to my sister, everything is planned to the last detail.

      “So where should we start?” Mace asks as he steps onto the elevator with me. 

      I’d made a quick escape from my sister's now-fiancé Heath’s office after they dropped this wedding in my lap. Well, on mine and Mace’s laps, but I can do this solo. He’ll only slow me down, and I don’t need any distractions because I can admit I’m easily distracted. 

      Another meow comes from my bag. 

      “Is that really your text alert or is there a cat in your bag?” 

      “What’s with all the questions?” I snap, and Mace’s brows pull together. 

      I jerk my gaze away from his ruggedly handsome face. When did he grow a beard? It only appears to be a few days old, but it’s hot on his stupid, distracting face. I don’t know why, but I’m more annoyed with him today than usual. 

      With Meadow and me, we’re a bit easier to tell apart. While we might be identical twins, we dress completely opposite, and even our mannerisms are different. It’s not often that people mix us up, and if they do, it’s more a slip of the tongue. 

      The same can’t be said about Heath and his twin Mace because the pair of them are in suits more often than not. I can always tell them apart, though, not that they know that. I often call Mace Heath to get a reaction out of him. I don’t know why it makes him so dang mad, but I’ve seen other people do it and he’ll laugh it off. When I do, it’s not so funny. The madder he gets, the more I want to keep doing it. 

      We grew up with the Monroe brothers since our moms met in a group for mothers with twins. They hit it off and quickly made the Monroe twins a permanent fixture in our lives. Our parents even bought beach houses next to each other. When it comes to holidays and events, they are always celebrated together. Mace and Heath are a few years older than us, but we were all raised together. 

      Mace is quieter than Heath, and he’s always accusing me of everything. At least that’s what it feels like. I didn’t have to ask Mace how he feels about me because I know he finds me annoying and ditzy. 

      I suppose I am the odd one out when it comes to the four of us. Both Heath and Mace went on to become lawyers and took over their father’s firm. I went to Wellesley College with Meadow since it was a tradition for the women in our family to go to the prestigious all-girls university. 

      Meadow was dead set on going there, so I shrugged and went too. She got a fancy finance accounting degree while I barely made it out with my non-profit management degree. Not because I failed my classes; I just kept switching majors. 

      It wasn’t two weeks after we graduated that Meadow was nosediving into her career while I’m drifting around and trying to think of what to do next with my life. My tether has always been my sister, and where she went, I went. Meadow might be driven and organized, but she can forget the small details of life. I take care of those details, which is why I can be protective and a bit of a mother hen when it comes to her. It’s my nature and how it’s always been. Now my tether is starting to fray, and the line is going to sever soon. 

      “You’re going to need my help,” Mace says. “You also need to hit a floor.” He presses the button for the basement of the office building. 

      “I need the lobby.” I go to push the button, but he blocks me. 

      “I’ll drive you.” 

      “Drive me where?” Another meow comes from my bag. 

      “Wherever you’re going. We need to start making plans.” 

      “I guess you can give me a ride.” I give in. 

      “I didn’t ask,” he says, and I roll my eyes. 

      “You think I can’t find my way home?” I snip. 

      How dumb does he think I am? I suppose I do have a cat in my purse, but Bingo has attachment issues. He’s also not a fan of the three little kittens I’ve got at home and can be grumpy.

      “Why would you say that?” The elevator stops, and Mace grabs my hip to pull me over as two other men step onto it. 

      “Mr. Monroe,” they both greet Mace. 

      “Afternoon,” he says back to them. 

      One of them hits the button for the lobby, and the elevator grows quiet until my purse meows again. Then thankfully, the doors open for the lobby. 

      “Don’t,” he warns in a low voice, and I realize Mace’s hand is still on my hip, and his hold tightens. I purse my lips because I was going to try and make a quick escape. “I said I’ll give you a ride home. My driver is waiting.” The elevator descends, and when the doors slide open again, there’s a black SUV waiting ten feet from us.

      “So you mean your driver will give me a ride home.” I can’t help but make the small correction. 

      “I’m giving you a ride.” His hand slips to the middle of my back, guiding me toward the SUV. Does he think I’m going to make a run for it? He opens the door for me and waits. “In you go.” 

      “You’re always so bossy.” 

      “And you’re always a brat.” 

      “I’m not a brat.” I stomp my foot, and his eyes drop to my silver-sparkled sneakers. “I didn’t mean to stomp my foot.” 

      “Because it’s a habit?” I glare at him. “In,” he orders again as he suddenly slips my bag off my shoulder.’ 

      “Hey!” 

      “Get in and I’ll hand you your bag.” 

      “That’s catnapping.” A bark of laughter comes from him, surprising Bingo, who lets out another meow. Mace’s laugh echoes off the concrete walls. 

      “Fine.” I slip into the SUV, and Mace peeks into my bag. Bingo hisses at him. 

      “A bit of a grump?” Mace smiles down at the cat like he’s adorable. Bingo is a mess at the moment. Patches of his hair are missing, along with an ear. Life hasn’t been easy for him, but I’m going to change that. “What’s its name?” he asks, handing me my bag back.

      “Mace,” I lie, and he lets out another laugh. 

      “Glad to see you got my name right for once.” He smirks. 

      What the hell? When did he get a sense of humor?
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      “I didn’t invite you in,” Briar protests as I walk past where she’s standing and into her apartment. 

      “I’m not a vampire, Briar. It doesn’t work that way.” 

      “Polite society would disagree with you. Most of them wait for someone to welcome them into their home.” 

      “If I did that, I’d die an old man out in your lobby.” Something brushes against my pant leg, and I see a kitten has come out to say hello. “Who is this little guy?” I ask as I pick him up and begin to pet him. 

      “He is my son, and I’d like you to take your hands off of him.” Briar says it dramatically as she removes the cat she called Mace from her bag. 

      Immediately the kitten in my arms tries to get away from me so he can go to see the older cat. 

      “Wait,” Briar warns. “Maybe just hold him a little longer. Just until Bingo relaxes.” 

      “Bingo?” 

      “Mace.” She glares and then goes into the kitchen. 

      I glance around the apartment that looks like it’s been decorated by Briar. Her favorite color has always been yellow, and I see so much of it here. There’s a drawing she’s done that’s framed over the couch, and I remember her mom showing me a picture of it. She’s truly gifted in everything she does, and I can’t imagine her not being good at whatever she fell in love with. 

      When we were kids, she said she wanted to have a farm and own a million animals. I remember thinking even then that she would probably do that if she wanted it badly enough. She was so determined, even if she was a little erratic. The chaos is what I fell in love with because it was so different and exciting. 

      I’m not sure Briar ever knew how I felt about her. When we were younger, I was so shy it was debilitating. When I finally got the courage to tell her how I felt, Heath and Meadow had a falling out, and from then on, I was the enemy along with my twin. 

      Briar looked at me with disdain every time Heath and I were near her and Meadow and took the opportunity to call me the wrong name. I’m almost positive she does it on purpose, but sometimes I can’t be sure. Even though I knew why she hated me, and part of me understood it, my feelings for her never changed. 

      She and Meadow are like me and Heath, and I would have stood by my brother a hundred percent if he was hurt the way Meadow was at Heath’s rejection. The problem was that I didn’t want to wait for Briar to finish with college. I wanted to tell her exactly how I felt, but Heath shut it down. He said they deserved to go to college and live their lives, and so he told his now almost-wife that they couldn’t be together. That was the catalyst for Briar hating me, and I’ve been having to deal with that fallout ever since. 

      Now that they’re out of college and clearly Heath and Meadow have made up, maybe it’s time for Briar to pull back the kitty claws and see that I’m not the asshole she’s crafted me to be. I’m not as shy as I once was, but sometimes I have a hard time finding my words around Briar. Most of the time, she just blurts out whatever is on her mind, and I find it so fucking cute. 

      “I know you’d rather I wasn’t your teammate on this, but think of it this way,” I offer, following Briar into the kitchen. “With two of us, it’s work divided, and if we work together, we might have a chance of pulling off the greatest wedding of all time.” 

      “Fat chance. The greatest wedding of all time was Father of the Bride.” 

      “Um, okay,” I say and watch as she starts to feed the kittens. “All right, so if that’s the greatest wedding of all time, don’t you want Meadow to have that?” 

      She looks up at me while holding the can of cat food, like this thought has just suddenly occurred to her. “Well, yes.”

      “Then let’s do it. Let me help you give that to her.” 

      She pauses in her own thoughts for a moment and then eyes me suspiciously. “What’s in it for you?” 

      I laugh as I place the kitten on the ground, and it scampers to its bowl. “Besides giving my twin the best day of his life while he marries the girl of his dreams?” 

      “Yes.” She crosses her arms over her chest and waits. 

      “Because I care about Meadow like she’s my sister, and I think she should have the perfect day too. Besides, it’s at our beach house.” 

      “You mean our beach house,” she corrects, and I shake my head. 

      “They didn’t specify which house.” 

      “Fine. Service at one house, reception at the other,” she offers, and I nod. 

      “Deal,” I say, and then she looks surprised. “See, we’re already making progress.” 

      “I don’t know about you, but I don’t know where to start when it comes to wedding planning,” Briar admits. “Should we hire a professional?” 

      “Isn’t that what the bride and groom are supposed to do?” I say, and she shrugs. “I’m guessing that’s why they asked us to figure it out.” 

      “Because they knew it would be a lot of work and we would do it for them,” she says, and I agree. 

      “Typical.” 

      For a moment, we share a knowing smile, and the small space of the kitchen warms. Does Briar notice the energy that’s passing between us as we talk and move closer? How can she not, because it’s like I can taste it. 

      The curve of her hip as she leans against the counter, the way her hair shines in the dim light. I take in every detail of her lips and how they part as I take a step closer. 

      One summer night at the beach house, I snuck down to the storage shed so I could have some privacy. The house was packed, and I’d spent all day watching Briar run around the beach in a two-piece. I was desperate and so fucking hard that I had no choice. I was furiously jacking off when Briar walked in on me and saw what I was doing. But what surprised us both was that I didn’t stop. I let her watch as I came all over my bunched-up shirt while thinking about her lush body. 

      We never spoke about that night, and the two of us pretended it never happened. As I move closer to her now, it’s all I can think about. The scent of sunscreen, the taste of salt, and the feel of her eyes on me as I came. 

      I’m almost touching her when the sound of a kitten breaks the spell.
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      I swear Mace is staring at my mouth, which causes me to keep licking my lips. I knew he was going to be a distraction because he always has been. It’s hard enough to keep the man from popping into my head on my own. Now he’s here in my space. 

      Two days ago, I was lying on the sofa eating ice cream and trying not to cry that my apartment was empty of humans. My one grumpy cat, three kittens and Bugs, my lizard, are terrible at conversation. I missed my sister. 

      I’ve never been alone, and after only a week of it, I knew it wasn’t for me. I dabbled with getting a roommate. Even though I didn’t need one, I thought it might be nice. I should have been careful what I asked for. 

      “Are you sure? I wouldn't want to impose. I know it’s really last second,” I say into the phone. Seriously, is Mace staring at my mouth or trying to see if I can actually pull this off? 

      “Of course!” Rosy responds instantly. “You know we’d do anything for you, Briar.” 

      “You’re so sweet.” Rosy is from Kersey. I knew it would be best to get a wedding planner that was close to the beach house, and Rosy is one of the best, something Mace tried to inform me of since it seems he already put his assistant on helping find a wedding planner. He’d gotten a list with five names, and Rosy was at the top. His assistant tried to call Two Rings but was met with a laugh and hung up on, while I have the owner's direct number right in my phone. 

      “I’m just happy you thought of me.” 

      “Of course I thought of you. How is Sally doing?” 

      “She’s doing really well. I’m sure she’ll be on the dance floor wiggling her new hips.” I snort a laugh. 

      Rosy’s mom lives around the block from our beach house, and she’s a hoot. Her yard has always bothered some of the other neighbors since her multimillion-dollar home has plastic pink flamingos in it with a bunch of garden gnomes. If you tossed out a few metal lawn chairs, you’d think you were in Florida at a retirement community. In all fairness, Sally is retired. 

      When I heard about her fall, I went down to lend a hand. I knew her two dogs would need someone to look after them, and Rosy is Sally’s only child. Being one of the most sought-after wedding planners keeps Rosy busy, and I knew they both would need some help. 

      “I’m glad. Hope she’s back to giving Mr. Parker hell,” I say, and Rosy laughs. “I’m going to send over this list of names our moms put together. Can you add Mr. Parker to it?” Rosy laughs harder at my request. “What? The two of them are always dancing around each other. They might as well dance with each other.” Mr. Parker lives right next to Sally. 

      He loves to complain the most about her lawn, but too bad for him I’m the head of the homeowners association. It’s not hard to win when everyone in the neighborhood goes back to the city during voting. 

      Only a handful of people live in our subdivision full-time, and I only had to do a little campaigning. It was Sally’s idea, and she said I’d be a shoo-in. She said they’d see my name and just vote for me. She was right. 

      “Sounds like a plan. I’m going to shoot over a sheet to fill in. It will help me get this ball rolling. Then I won’t have to ask you a million questions.” 

      “Perfect,” I chirp as a small weight lifts off my chest. 

      It quickly returns when my eyes meet Mace’s, who is still staring at me. I’m sure he’s shocked I somehow pulled off getting Rosy, and I’m going to try and not be smug about it. I answer a few more quick questions before I end the call. 

      “Who’s Mr. Parker?” That’s really all he has to ask after that conversation? 

      “You know the house with the pink flamingos and garden gnomes?” 

      “It’s hard to miss.” 

      “Well, Rosy’s mom Sally lives there, and Mr. Parker is the blue house next to it.” 

      “Do you know everyone in the neighborhood?” 

      “Of the beach house, yes.” I nod. “Not here yet, but give me some time.” Oddly, it’s harder to get to know people in the city, and we all live on top of each other. 

      “I’m surprised.” 

      “Why?” Of course he is. “I’m the president of the homeowners association, I’ll have you know.” 

      “I do know. I voted for you. I mean, I’m surprised you don’t know everyone here already.” 

      “Oh.” He voted for me? Mace would have had to take a trip out to do that and spend his whole day to go and vote for me. How did he even know about it? “Well, Rosy is sending me a document to fill in, so I’ll do that. I guess that’s it for today.” I stand from the sofa, but Mace doesn’t move. 

      “I’m not leaving. I’ll help you fill it in. Should we order food? Are you hungry?”

      “That’s my question,” I mutter, more to myself. 

      “You want Promiscuous Spoons?” 

      “I love Promiscuous Spoons, but they don’t do carryout.” That’s probably a good thing. 

      “You couldn't get carryout from there?” His brows furrow together in disbelief. 

      “I mean, maybe I could call Nora and ask.” 

      “Nora?” 

      “She’s one of the hostesses. Wait, you eat at Promiscuous Spoons?”

      “Homemade pizza bagels and mac and cheese balls. Yeah, I eat there.”

      “Those are my favorite!” I let out a small moan thinking about all that melted cheese. 

      “I know Joe. I’m sure he’ll let my assistant swing by and grab us something.” Mace clicks away on his phone. 

      “You know Joe? I’ve never met him. They say he doesn’t leave the kitchen.” 

      “He’s a client.” Mace shrugs. 

      “You’ll introduce me?” 

      “No.” 

      “Rude,” I huff. 

      “Joe might not leave the kitchen when he’s at work, but his bedroom is as busy as his restaurant.” 

      “What does that have to do with anything?”

      Mace glances up from his phone, and his eyes go up and down my body. “It has everything to do with it.”
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      “Wake up, Sleeping Beauty,” I say as I bend over Briar, gently shaking her shoulder. 

      “Go away or I’ll call the cops.” She pulls the blanket over her head and ignores me. 

      “Wake up or I’ll tickle your feet.” I go to grab her foot, and she kicks out, missing my thigh by an inch. “If you were aiming for my dick, you’re going to have to swing lower.” 

      “Pervert.” Her voice is muffled, but then I hear her laugh, and I know she’s awake. 

      “Come on, we’ve got stuff to do, and the longer you sleep, the more time I have to bond with the kittens.” As if on cue, the gray one comes over and rubs against my leg. 

      “Fine, I'm up,” Briar huffs, throwing the blankets off of her and blinking a few times. “Why am I still in my clothes from last night?” 

      “Because you tried to eat all of the mac and cheese balls by yourself and fell into a deep-fried coma.” I raise an eyebrow at her, and she nods. 

      “Oh yeah.” 

      Last night was so much more than I could have imagined. At first, I enjoyed teasing her to see the fire in her eyes, but after a while, I recognized that it felt good just being near her. We did a lot of planning over shared entrees and then Briar ended up putting on Father of the Bride because apparently, I needed to be educated on the perfect wedding. 

      When she fell asleep, I watched her for a long time before I scooped her up in my arms and carried her to her room. Does she remember nuzzling into my neck or how good it felt to be against each other? Maybe she remembers when I kissed her on her forehead and whispered good night. 

      I took her keys with me so I could lock up and then let myself back in after I went home and got a shower. I also made some calls so that we could hit the ground running today. 

      “Why are you here so early?” She blinks at the clock and then at me. “Did you take a shower?” 

      “Yes, and I suggest you do the same. We’ve got a meeting with Chef Jade in half an hour.” 

      She rubs the sleep out of her eyes, then pauses as what I’ve said sinks in. “Did you say Chef Jade?” Her expression turns to shock as I nod. “The famous cake chef that’s on the Netflix show Thick Cake Saves Thighs?” 

      “The very one.” I pull her out of bed and push her toward the bathroom. “You might have gotten us the rockstar wedding planner, but I managed a ten-minute meeting with the most badass cake chef in the world.” 

      “How the hell did you do it?” Briar squeals as she pushes on the bathroom door and turns on the shower. In her haste, the door doesn’t close all the way, and I manage to see the long line of her naked back before I force myself to turn away. 

      Get it together, Mace, you’ve seen her in a bikini before. 

      “I called everyone I knew and begged about a dozen favors.” I shrug even though she can’t see me. “No big deal.” 

      “Part of me wants to make fun of you begging for a meeting with Chef Jade, but I’m so damn excited I can’t.” 

      I sit on the edge of Briar’s bed as I hear her hurry to get ready in the bathroom before she comes rushing back to the bedroom wrapped in a towel. It’s like she doesn’t notice me sitting there as she pulls out stuff from her closet and darts back to the bathroom.

      Thirty seconds later, she’s fully dressed and running past me. 

      “I already fed the kittens,” I tell her as I go to the front door and hold out her purse. 

      She comes running over like she was looking for her bag and scowls at me before taking it. Then I hold out her keys, and she snatches those next. 

      “How did you know what to feed them?” She tells them all goodbye before separating Bingo and quickly explaining to him that he has to stay in the bedroom for a little while. 

      “It might have been the three-page detailed instructions you left on the fridge,” I tell her while she locks the door and we head outside. 

      “Good point,” she concedes. I hold open the backseat door for her and tell my driver where to go. 

      “You know I’ve got a pretty big house if the kittens ever need more space,” I offer casually, holding out a bag with fresh bagels and coffee. 

      “Nice try, but you’re not stealing my kittens to make a fur coat.” Briar takes a bagel out of the bag and stuffs her mouth while she scowls at me. 

      “So I’m Cruella de Vil in this scenario?” I ask, and she nods. “Glad I checked. For a second, I was worried you might come up with irrational fears to keep me at arm's length.” 

      She’s silent for a moment before taking a coffee and pretending to really enjoy it. I don’t bother to hide my grin as I watch her squirm. 

      “All right, let’s talk about strategy. What are we going to say to Chef Jade?” She’s serious now that she’s caffeinated and full of carbs. 

      “Don’t you think it’s better to let her vision come to life? I mean, remember episode three and the garden tower she created? It was unreal.” 

      “I can’t believe you watch her show.” Briar has a look in her eyes I can’t explain. Is it surprise? 

      “Are you kidding me? She’s so talented, and everything looks like it tastes amazing. That’s not easy to do. When she opened her shop in the city, I waited outside all night so I could be one of the first people inside.” 

      Briar nods and smiles as she sips her coffee. “It sounds silly, but when I would watch the show, I would dream about her making my wedding cake.” She looks into the distance like she can imagine exactly what she wants. “I guess having her create Meadow’s cake is pretty close.” 

      “Briar, you know Meadow better than anyone, right?” I ask, and she nods. “And you know that if she turned over this entire wedding planning to us that if you like it, so will she.” 

      “Yeah, I guess you’re right.” 

      “Then all you have to do is tell Chef Jade the cake of your dreams.”
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      I let out another moan as the cake melts in my mouth. Mace is once again staring at me, and I lick my lips. 

      “What?” Maybe I have frosting on my face. I’m sure not going to wipe it away with a napkin and waste it. I'll be tasting every bite I can get. 

      “Nothing. I’m enjoying watching you enjoy the food, beauty.” 

      That’s the fourth time he’s called me beauty. I thought him waking me up and calling me Sleeping Beauty was only a tease. Then he said it again when we got into the SUV to head here and another time in passing when we discussed more wedding plans on the drive over. Now he’s said it again, and why the hell am I counting? 

      When we were young, Heath always called Meadow doe. It faded when we decided to hate them, but I was a little jealous that Heath gave my sister a cute pet name but Mace never gave me one. Then again, I wasn't sure how into me Mace was. He’s always been on the edges of my life, and I think I poke at him more than Heath because I am trying to provoke a reaction. 

      The only time I ever saw Mace worked up was when I walked in on him masturbating. He hadn’t been shy then as he kept stroking himself while his eyes stayed on me until he came. It was years ago, but the moment is branded in my memory. It probably doesn’t help that I think about it when I touch myself. It’s the only sexual fantasy I have, no matter how hard I try to think of something else.

      I don’t understand why it doesn’t get old when the reality is it only deepens. My fantasy always starts the same, with me walking in, but then he grabs me and kisses me. Sometimes he pushes me to my knees to make me finish for him. Other times he pounces on me as if he can’t control himself. 

      Other than that one incident, I never noticed Mace paying attention to me, although he didn’t give anyone attention really. He started to push into my life when we declared war on the Monroe brothers. After that, they took every opportunity to bust up our beach parties and keep boys as far away from us as possible. It was annoying and drove me bonkers. It also made it clear that Mace didn’t see me as anything but the quirky little sister.

      I get why Heath did it. It didn’t take a rocket scientist to know he was in love with my twin. The two of them always made sense until he shot her down. Clearly, they’ve worked past whatever issues they had with us, which I’m guessing was our age. 

      Heath and Mace might not have been way older than us, but when you’re young, a handful of years can be worlds apart. We were still in high school when they went off to college, and then when we hit college they were working hard while taking over the family law firm.  

      “If I’m beauty, are you the beast?” I tease because old habits die hard. “You’re grumpy enough, and now you’ve got the beard to match.” One again he hasn’t shaved, and before I know what I’m doing, I’m reaching up and touching the scruff along his jaw. 

      “You don’t like it?” 

      “Obviously I love hair. Haven’t you seen the men in my life?” 

      “You better be talking about the cats,” he says, and I snort a laugh. 

      Mace’s face isn’t the only place he has hair. God, he killed me when we went to the beach. He has the perfect amount of chest hair, and I loved that he didn’t shave like all the other guys. They all looked shiny as they tried to show off their six-packs, but that’s never been my thing. The whole pretty-boy look has never done it for me. 

      “I still can’t believe the two of you are getting married in only a week. That’s insane.” Chef Jade appears with another set of small cakes for us to try. “Love at first sight?” 

      “You have no idea,” Mace answers before I can correct her, and then he shoves a forkful of cake into my open mouth. 

      I understand why she thinks it’s our wedding. I’ve been gushing over every idea she’s had when it comes to the design of the cake. 

      “How can I pick? This one is wonderful too,” I moan and wonder if this is what hell feels like. 

      “That’s the great thing about having so many tiers,” Jade reminds me. 

      “Okay, good point.” 

      “Going off the number of guests, we’re going to have extra sheets of cake made in the back to pull slices from. But this is what I’m thinking.” Chef Jade lays a piece of paper on the table for me, and I’m already nodding. 

      “This is beautiful.” The cake has five tiers total with three at the bottom. They stack, but the next two float above them, and the only thing that connects them is a vine of flowers. “How is it—” 

      “Floating?” She laughs. “The vine of flowers holds a piece inside that keeps the next two levels in place.” 

      “It’s breathtaking. All of it.” I was all over the place when telling her my idea, but she took it further than I could have dreamed of. 

      “I’ll start the darker metallic color at the bottom and let the color slowly fade as it moves up and calms. It’s not only because of the ocean’s tide and to keep somewhat of a beach theme, but…” Her eyes bounce between Mace and me. “I think it works in more ways than one.” 

      “The tide always comes back. It’s never far,” I whisper, and Jade smiles, turning to head back into her kitchen. I must have gotten it right. 

      “Water is the one thing you can’t stop. There is no fighting it, and it takes what it wants,” Mace says as he looks at the design. 

      “I suppose it does.” I stare into Mace’s eyes and realize he’s a lot like a tide. Always on the edges and if you’re not paying attention, it’s right on top of you trying to sweep you away. “Why did you let her think we’re getting married?” I ask him before Chef Jade can come back. I invited her to the wedding, and to my surprise, she said she’d be there. I almost fell out of my chair. “You know she’ll be there, so she’ll know it’s not us. I still can’t believe she accepted my invite.” 

      “Does anyone ever tell you no, Briar?” he asks, and I think about his question for a moment. 

      “Meadow does.” 

      “I’m guessing when you come up with a crazy idea?” He smirks. 

      “Maybe.” I steal another bite of cake, and although my stomach is starting to hurt, I don’t care. “No one is around to stop me now. Who knows what shenanigans I might get into?” I joke. At least I think I’m joking. I can go overboard at times, and Meadow always pulls me back like my tether. 

      “I still think you should move in with me.” 

      “What!” I jump back, almost falling off my chair for the second time. “I thought that was a joke!” 

      “Why? I live next to your sister and have lots of room.” Wait, Mace and Heath live next to each other? Meadow told me about Heath’s place, and it sounds like a dream home for a family. 

      “I was thinking about getting a roommate,” I toss out because I can’t live with Mace. That would end badly. It’s hard enough when we’re in beach houses next door to each other. 

      “You’re not getting a roommate.” 

      “Hey, you’re not the boss of me. I already put a listing up.” I grab my phone out of my purse because I should check on that. I listed an email for people to contact me with. 

      “What the hell are you talking about? You put an ad up for a fucking roommate online!” Mace booms, and I look up to see his pissed-off expression. The easygoing Mace that had taken over his body for the last twenty-four hours is gone. 

      “Lovers’ quarrel? I said you can have multiple flavors.” Jade reappears with another sheet of paper. “I need you to fill in the flavors you have in mind here, and that should do it. Just go over it and leave it on the counter. I’ve got to get back into the kitchen.” 

      “Thank you so much for doing this,” I rush to tell her. 

      “When Mace told me how much you loved my show, I couldn't say no. Some come because I’m popular and have no clue who I am. It’s nice to make a wedding cake for someone who will enjoy every bite.” 

      My annoyance with Mace fizzles away, and Jade gives me a pen before she’s off again. I start to fill in the paper, thinking our fight is over. 

      Little did I know he stole my phone.
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      “You cannot be serious,” I say once we’re back outside of Chef Jade’s restaurant. “You literally posted on the listing your photo, said you were single, and gave your address.” 

      “Is that my phone?” Briar finally looks up from the box of leftover cake she got to bring with us and scowls at me. “Give that back.” 

      “Have you lost your mind?” I blink at her, but she’s looking back at me like I’m the crazy one. 

      “I thought showing people what I looked like would give them a chance to see that I’m not a crazy person. Or come by the apartment building and see if they liked it.” 

      “God help me.” I rub my hand down my face in frustration before I go back to her phone and delete the ad. “You had this open publicly.” 

      “Duh, how else was I supposed to find someone?” 

      “Damn it, Briar, you're driving me to the edge of sanity.” I click through the form, and when it asks for a password, I key it in.

      “Hey, how did you know that?” 

      “Because you had twelve goldfish named Scuba Steve,” I answer without looking up. 

      “Okay, you got me there.” She reaches for her phone again, but I’m too tall and hold it out of her grasp. “Stop deleting the ad.” 

      “Have you no self-preservation? There’s already been over twelve hundred interested queries since you posted this, and now they all know where you live, that you live alone, and what you look like.” When she blinks up at me, I feel like screaming. “Briar, you basically told any person that has access to the Internet that you’re available to be robbed.” I swallow and clench my jaw. “Or much fucking worse.” 

      “Oh.” Suddenly I see she’s thinking this through, and then her eyes widen. “I wasn’t looking at it that way. Do you think it’s really that bad?” 

      “Judging from a few of the emails I see they sent, yes it’s bad.” I take her hand and walk us quickly back to the car. “Come on, we need to hurry.” 

      “Where are we going?” 

      “To get the cats and get you the hell out of there before any of these people make good on their threats.” 

      “My babies!” she squeals as she jumps into the back of the car, and I tell the driver where to go. 

      I scan a few more of the emails people sent, and my stomach churns with anxiety. Part of me wants to scream at her for being so irresponsible, but the other part, the bigger part, knows that this is Briar. She doesn’t have a mean bone in her body, even if she pretends to have a tough exterior. She would never think that someone would take advantage of her because she would never do that to them. But this is the big city, and even though she’s been here for a little while, she’s always been with Meadow. She’s on her own now, and she’s clearly not thinking straight. 

      When I look over at her, I see the worry and fear etched on her face. It breaks my heart that her safe spot has been compromised, and I know she’s terrified of anything happening to her animals. 

      “Come here,” I say as I pull her across the bench seat so she’s cuddled against me. 

      Her arm automatically goes around my waist, and I kiss the top of her head. She fits perfectly along my body, but I try not to think about that as I close my eyes and breathe in her scent. My body heat must relax her because after a moment she begins to loosen her tense muscles. 

      “I didn’t think it through,” she says softly. 

      “I know.” I rub my hand down her back and try to help her stay calm. Thinking it might do better to distract her, I tell her the other surprise I set up. “After we finish at your place, I thought we could go look at flowers.” 

      “Really?” She sits up, and I see that some of the dark clouds around her have lifted. 

      “Let’s get the animals and grab a few things, and then we can visit the greenhouse tonight.” 

      “Won’t it be too dark?” 

      “No, they have fairy lights all around it. Sometimes I like to go there at night and walk around. They have hot chocolate,” I offer, hoping to entice a smile from her. 

      “I mean, I guess I could go.” Now she’s starting to sound more like herself. 

      “It’s a date,” I say, and there’s a moment where we look at one another as the silence stretches. Then the car hits a pothole, and the next thing I know my lips are on Briar’s. 

      It must be a shock to her, but I’m using this to my advantage. My hands come up to cup her face as I immediately tighten my hold. My mouth opens, and when she gasps, I slide my tongue inside and demand she kiss me back. 

      A soft moan comes from her, and it’s the same sound she made when she was tasting the cake. Now I’m tasting her, and it’s sweet and warm with decadent spice. Her hands come to my chest, and I feel her fingertips on the bare skin of my neck as I turn my head to the other side and kiss her all over again. 

      This kiss has been decades in the making, and I’m not ready for it to end. I suck on her full bottom lip before I lick back inside again, and then it’s my turn to moan. Briar tentatively tastes me, and then I feel her kissing me back, just as desperate to connect. 

      I’m pushing her against the seat before grabbing her thigh and pulling it over my own. I want every inch of her on my body, and then I want to be inside it. 

      “We’re here, sir,” the driver says and clears his throat. 

      When I look up, we’re at Briar’s place, and I have a feeling he’s been trying to get our attention for several minutes. Glancing down at Briar, I see that her cheeks are flushed and her lips are swollen from my kisses. Before she can try and pull away from me, I take her hand and nearly carry her out of the car in my arms. 

      “Let’s make this quick, beauty. The sooner we get the kids, the sooner we can go to my place.”

      Our place.
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      What the hell was that?! Play it cool, Briar, it was only a slip. We clearly got lost in the moment, and love is in the air because of the wedding plans. Then Mace got tangled in with the mess I’ve made of my apartment. 

      I really screwed up this time. Meadow barely moves out and I’ve managed to get myself into trouble already. Mace wouldn't let me see some of the messages I’d gotten from my ad. The rage on his face gave me a clue into what they might have said. What’s done is done, and I’ll worry about my apartment debacle after this wedding. My attention needs to stay focused on that because I don’t have room for anything else. Especially kisses from Mace Monroe.

      “Here, I’ll take that.” I put my bag with Bingo in it onto my shoulder before grabbing Bugs. I need both my hands to carry his terrarium, and Mace has the crate with the kittens. We’ve arrived at Mace’s house with as much of my stuff as we could gather. 

      “I’ll get the bags, sir.” Marco, his driver, says. Oh God. He saw Mace and me kissing. Not that you can tell from his expression because he looks as if it never happened. He’s playing it way cooler than I am. Is that normal? Does Mace make out with lots of girls in the back of his SUV while his driver takes him around town? 

      That doesn’t sound like a Mace thing to do, but letting himself get caught masturbating also doesn’t sound like him either. Not the normally quiet Mace. He’s not as reserved as he was when we were younger, but I suppose things can change. Clearly. 

      When we go to parties or events, it's impossible to miss the women that flock to Mace and Heath. They were both single and from a prominent family. It drove my sister nuts, and truthfully it would bother me sometimes too. My mind would always go back to Mace and watching him come. 

      It annoyed me that it was a fantasy and the only real sexual experience I’ve had with someone else. I’m starting to think he ruined me. I’ve never let myself get out there and date since Meadow and I went to an all-girls school. Neither of us ventured out, but I guess she doesn’t have to worry about that anymore. 

      Oh crap, it dawns on me that I am supposed to have a sort-of date. It totally slipped my mind that one of the vets that volunteers at the shelter asked me out. At least, I think he asked me out. He said we should get dinner and talk about a new program that was going to launch in the summer. Something about Adoption Saturdays every other week in the park. 

      “Let me unlock the house and turn the alarm off.” Mace pulls his phone out, and I watch as he does it before we head up the stairs to the double doors.

      “Wow.” I drop my head back to take in the historic brownstone. I forgot how beautiful this part of town can be. “Meadow told me that you and Heath lived over here. I thought the two of you would be in some fancy condo.” 

      “I enjoy my space.” He keys in a number on the lock. “It’s 1026,” he informs me. That will be easy to remember since it’s mine and Meadow’s birthday. Heath must have set it up. I glance to my left and then right, wondering which one belongs to Heath and Meadow. “I’ll need to set up the alarm on your phone too. Then you can come and go.” 

      “Well, you have my phone so…” 

      “I shouldn’t give it back to you,” he grumbles, pushing the doors open, and I go in after him. 

      “Holy crap.” I glance around the entry, and I’m stunned at how gorgeous it is.

      Off to one side is an office, and the other has a sitting area. A beautiful staircase leads up to the next level, and although the space is updated to be modern, it also holds historic touches of the original brownstone. 

      “It could use some color,” Mace says, and I can feel him watching me. Is he nervous about what I think of his home? 

      “It’s still breathtaking, but some color wouldn’t hurt. If you like it this way, then who cares? Some people want a muted feel.” 

      “It needs more. I wasn’t sure what yet, so I left a lot of it bare.” 

      It’s a big place for a single man, but I think he wanted to be next to Heath. His twin already had a plan, and that included my sister and making a family. If Mace wanted to be close, I suppose he didn’t have much of a choice. 

      “A designer could help,” I say, and Mace nods for me to follow him. 

      “I have someone coming to put gates on each set of stairs for the kittens.”

      “How many are there?” 

      “Four. The roof has a nice outside space.” Mace sets the crate down on the floor as I take in his giant kitchen. He reaches out and gets the terrarium from my arms and then sets it on the massive island. 

      “I love a kitchen island.” I run my hand across the cool stone. “This is massive.” 

      “You’re always in the kitchen at the beach house cooking.” 

      “If you feed everyone, they will come,” I joke, but it’s really true. If I fill the kitchen island up with food, everyone ends up around it more often than not. 

      “You have free rein here.” He motions around the open space. 

      “Thanks. I’ll try and get my crap together after the wedding.” 

      “There is no rush.” 

      “Mace—” 

      “Come on, let's put the kittens upstairs in one of the rooms until we get the gates up and they get used to the house.” 

      “Their own room. You’re going to spoil them, and then they’ll never want to leave.” I chase after him because I don’t have a choice. He’s got my kittens. 

      “Julian is going to bring pet supplies after he sees to the gates.”

      “Julian is quite helpful.” 

      “That’s what an assistant is for.” 

      “I don’t think your assistant is supposed to handle kitty litter.” I’m wrapping more people into the mess I made. I hope Meadow doesn’t find out about this. 

      “Trust me. Julian hasn’t stopped asking me about the kittens since I brought them up. He’s nosy. You’ll like him.”

      “What’s that supposed to mean?” Am I nosy? I guess I could be labeled as that. 

      “He’s talkative.” I want to deny his comment, but I am pretty talkative. “Does this room work? It’s next to the master.” 

      “Ah, yeah, anywhere is great. Thank you for doing this.” 

      Mace places the crate on the hardwood floors to let the kittens out. “We can put Mace in the master while we’re gone.” 

      “His name is Bingo,” I say, and Mace cocks his head to the side.

      “I’m not sure if I’m disappointed or not.” 

      “You want to be named after a grumpy cat?” I laugh. 

      “It only proves that I’m on your mind.”

      Then he doesn’t need to be disappointed. Mace is on my mind way more often than he should be.
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      “Shouldn’t I unpack first?” Briar looks at the bags we bought from her place, but I just wave them off. 

      “Don’t worry about that. We’ve got a meeting with the florist.” 

      “Oh God, I’m already forgetting stuff.” She rubs her forehead, but I take her hand and lead her to the front of the house. 

      “That’s why we hired Rosy as the wedding planner. She’s there to remember the things we forget and also do the heavy lifting,” I remind her, and she seems to relax. 

      “You’re right,” she admits, and I grin from ear to ear. 

      “Can I get that on a T-shirt?” I cut in, and she narrows her eyes. “Sorry, I’d just really like to immortalize this moment.” 

      “Don’t get used to it.” She turns her nose up as she goes to stomp outside, but movement next door catches her attention. “Oh hey, you two.” 

      “What are you doing here?” Meadow says with a laugh to her voice as she runs down the steps of her and Heath’s place to meet us on the sidewalk. 

      Heath and Meadow were just going inside when they saw us at the same time. I don’t know about anyone else, but being together like this feels…right. It’s my other half next door and the woman I’m madly in love with in my home. What more could I ask for? Marriage, babies, a happily ever after? Yeah, okay so maybe one or two more things. 

      “It’s, um, a long story.” Briar glances back at me, and I can see her hesitation to tell Meadow the whole story about her apartment and the creepy men. 

      The moment she saw the couple of messages I showed her, Briar knew she’d fucked up. I’m not going to beat her up about a mistake that really was innocent, even though I’m still livid that she put herself in danger. Briar is a gentle and trusting soul, which is what I love most about her. I don’t want to push that out of her or scare it away. Instead, I’ll be the one that keeps her safe, and she can live blissfully with the kittens and butterflies. 

      “Thanks to you two, we’ve decided to use my place as ground zero for wedding plans.” I nudge Briar with my shoulder, and I see the relief in her eyes that I’m not throwing her under the bus with her sister. 

      “Speaking of,” Meadow continues talking to Briar, and if she’s suspicious about my reason for Briar being here, she doesn’t show it. “Dress shopping tomorrow. I called the boutique, and they want us there bright and early.” 

      “You got it.” Briar nods and makes a note on her phone. 

      “You ready?” Heath grabs Meadow around the waist, and they share a look that I have a feeling isn’t meant for anyone but the two of them. 

      “We need to go,” I say to Briar, and I see she’s noticed how Heath and Meadow are looking at one another. 

      Does she feel the same conflicting emotions I do? I'm so happy for my twin that I can’t wait to celebrate his wedding, but I’m also so envious that he’s able to hold his forever in his arms whenever he wants. Does the same ache in her heart feel both amazing and awful at the same time? 

      “Yeah,” she says, and there’s a moment when our eyes meet and something passes between us. I can’t tell exactly what it is, but her fingers brush against my hand, and her pinky wraps around mine. 

      “See you guys later,” Heath says without looking back at us, and the two of them race into their house. 

      “Okay, so flowers,” Briar says as a way to clear the air of the engaged couple. 

      “Flowers,” I agree. 

      When we get to the greenhouse, she heads straight for the hot chocolate bar, and I have to hide my smile at her specific instructions on how she takes it. She always asks for toasted marshmallows, and it’s pretty damn cute. 

      “You think she’ll like these?” I point to a nearby bouquet as she takes her drink from the barista. 

      “Oh gross, roses.” 

      “Who hates roses?” I scrunch my nose in confusion. 

      “Me.” She walks over to the next table and points out a few more. “And if I’m going to have to hold flowers, I’m not holding roses. These are pretty.” 

      “Should we go with the beachy theme and keep it tropical?” I offer as she looks over to the next table. 

      “Good idea. Besides, I love succulents.” 

      “You want to carry cacti?” I pause and raise an eyebrow at her. 

      “What?” She shrugs and moves closer to the table that must have a hundred different kinds. 

      The more I think about it, the more I can see it. Briar is unlike any woman I’ve ever met in my life, and of course she wouldn’t want the typical wedding bouquet. She’s special and unique, and her beauty can’t be contained to a box. She’s vibrant and colorful like these arrays of succulents, and I wouldn’t want her to ever blend in. 

      “It’s perfect,” I tell her, then take her hand. She looks so perfect here among them, and all I want to do is kiss her. So I bend down, but just as our lips are about to connect, we’re interrupted. 

      “Hey, you must be Mace and Briar. I’m so happy to meet you.” The manager comes and breaks the moment.

      I try not to show my frustration once again at my moment being stolen and instead focus on why we’re here. We spend the next hour going over details, and I basically just back up everything Briar says. 

      As we’re finishing up, I feel my pocket vibrate and reach in to check my phone. When I see the text on the screen, I realize it’s not my phone, but Briar’s. The screen is locked, but I can read the message from someone named Mike. 

      Mike: Hey, are we still on for tonight? I’ve got a lot of ideas about Saturday. Do you want to meet in the park or grab something to eat nearby? 

      “I think so, but what about you, Mace?” I don’t hear Briar or even feel her come up beside me and read the text because I’m in a cloud of anger. “Hey, that’s private.” 

      I’m so stunned by the message from whoever this guy is that when she grabs the phone out of my hand, I don’t have a chance to hold on to it. 

      “Who the fuck is Mike?” The words sound so harsh that as soon as they come out, I wish I could claw them back in. My jealousy snapped, and I see the hurt flash across her face. 

      “I’m sorry, I just need a card to place the deposit,” the manager says politely as she pretends to not notice what happened. 

      “It’s none of your business, Mace, and neither am I.” Briar turns and storms off, and just as I go after her, the manager calls for me again. 

      “I’m sorry, but if we don’t take the deposit, I can’t place the order.” I growl in frustration as I toss her my card, but she calls after me again, “You have to sign for it.” 

      I look at the entrance of the greenhouse, and I can’t see where she went, but she doesn’t have a car. I’m sure she’s just waiting, and we can talk this out. 

      It takes an hour for her little machine to work, or maybe it only feels that way. After it runs my card and I scribble my name, I haul ass to the car. My driver is leaning against it playing on his phone, and when I walk up, he opens the door for me. Briar isn’t in the back, and she’s nowhere in sight. 

      Great, now I’ve sent her running to whoever the fuck this Mike guy is.
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      “Mike!” I call out when I see him sitting on the bench waiting for me. “I’m so sorry. I meant to text you earlier, but it slipped my mind.” I rush over to where he’s sitting, feeling like a total jerk. When Mike isn’t working, he’s volunteering, and I know I’ve wasted some of his time. 

      “So you forgot about me.” He gives me an adorable lopsided smile, and I notice his dimples. Mike is always so sweet and gentle, and I’m sure if we were side by side, we'd make a good match. 

      He’s a vet who loves to take care of animals, and we get along really well and never run out of things to talk about. He’s always willing to lend a hand if needed, and he’s charming, like what some might call the boy next door. Except I feel nothing for him, at least sexually. I guess I like my men like I like my cats…grumpy. 

      “My twin decided she wants to get married in a week. As the maid of honor, that leaves me crazy busy.” 

      “A week? I thought you said she wasn’t dating anyone.” His eyes widen in surprise. 

      “She wasn’t. I mean, she’s been in love with someone forever, but now it’s all come to a head.” I don’t recall telling him about my sister, but it’s not shocking. I can ramble, especially when asked a question. 

      “Sounds like there’s a story there. You want to grab some food?” He motions to a restaurant across the street from the park. 

      “Yeah, I could use some food.” More than that, I could use time away from Mace because the man has my head spinning. It does that enough on its own, and I don’t need him adding to it. 

      “You really think you’ll be able to pull this off in such a short time?” Mike asks after ordering a drink and a few appetizers. 

      “She’s marrying a very rich man, so anything is possible. I just want the details to be right. It should be a perfect day for her.” 

      “If anyone is paying attention to the details, it’s you,” he says as the server places our drinks down. 

      “Do I pay that much attention?” I ask before I take a sip of the yummy pink martini.

      “Yes, it’s why I wanted to ask for your help on the Saturday Adoptions idea. You catch things that some of us miss. The devil is in the details, and sometimes I don’t realize how a small detail could really be something big.” 

      “Thanks.” He’s so nice, but there is literally no attraction. My mind wanders to Mace, and I bet he’s so mad at me right now. A few weeks ago, that would have tickled me but not so much today. I take another big drink of the fruity cocktail and try not to think about him. 

      “I think doing it every Saturday would be too much, and we should switch locations. We can’t bring all the animals out at every event, but we can rotate which animals we take each time.” 

      “It’s really a great idea. People often forget about shelters, and this is a way to remind them that there are animals that need homes.” It’s also a good time for us to hand out information to people who may need help with their pets. There are a lot of services out there that some vets will do for free. 

      “I think it will help a ton for adoption, but the biggest problem we’re going to have is permits. You can’t drop down a pop-up shelter in the middle of a park.” 

      “Another?” the server asks, motioning to my drink, and I nod, not realizing I drank it so fast.

      “Thank you,” I tell him before he’s off again. “I can see about the permits. I might know some people.” 

      “Really?” I can see the spark of hope in Mike’s eyes. He really does care about the animals. 

      I’m sure Mike is aware that I could have some pull with my family and the people they know. I never try to use my name to get extra, but for a good cause, I’d be more than willing to. I’m not offended that he’s asking. Mike is doing what he can, and I won’t fault him for that. 

      “Yeah, make a list of parks or areas you think would be best, and I’ll see what I can do.” If there was anyone that could get me these permits, it would be Mace and Heath. 

      The server drops off another drink for me along with the appetizers. I take a sip, and my cheeks start to warm. These might be stronger than I realized. 

      After a while, Mike and I fall into easy conversation while we eat and drink. He’s not flirty at all, and I’m glad because I don’t think this is a date. In fact, he keeps checking out our male server. The server must be into it because he pops up at our table as often as he can to get us another drink or ask if we need anything. 

      “How is Bingo doing?” 

      “Grumpy as ever,” I answer while I snag one of the cheese-covered fries. 

      “I’m sure he’ll come around. We all know you have the magic touch.” 

      “You better not know if she has the magic touch.” 

      My head snaps up at the sound of Mace’s deep voice, and then I see his stormy expression. How did he find me? 

      “What are you doing here?” I hiss. 

      “I meant with the animals,” Mike says with laughter in his tone. “You didn’t tell me you had a boyfriend, Briar.” 

      “I don’t!” I rush to say. 

      “Why would she need to tell you?” Mace crowds him exactly like a possessive boyfriend. 

      “Briar is a chatterbox. I’m Mike by the way.” He holds his hand out for Mace. “I promise she’s not my type.” Mike winks at him, and Mace reluctantly takes his hand. 

      “He’s not my boyfriend,” I say again. “He is the brother of the man my sister is marrying.” 

      “The best man and the maid of honor. How cliché.” Mike chuckles as they release their hands. He has no idea. “You want to join us? We’re talking about one of the shelters both Briar and I volunteer at.” 

      “No,” I answer for him. 

      “I’d love to.” Mace talks over me and pulls a chair close before draping his arm over the back of mine. 

      I grab my drink, feeling a bit fuzzy as Mike tells Mace all about the Saturday park adoption idea. 

      “I can get you whatever permits you’ll need.” Mace pulls out a business card and gives it to Mike. I want to snatch it, but I resist the urge. 

      “I was going to do that,” I mutter instead. 

      “I have a department that will handle it. Besides, we have a wedding to plan.” 

      “Sorry I pulled you away. I won’t keep you any longer.” Mike stands and pulls out his wallet. 

      “I’ve got it,” Mace protests. 

      “Let him,” I butt in before a back-and-forth starts over who is paying the bill. 

      “It was nice meeting you, Mace.” Mike says his goodbyes but doesn’t head for the door. Instead, I see him head toward the bar and grab the server's attention. 

      “We’re leaving.” Mace drops a few bills on the table, not waiting for the check. A small hiccup leaves me when he helps me to my feet. “You’re drunk.” I think he might be right, but I’m not going to tell him that. 

      “And you’re a…ah…” He waits for me to finish my sentence. “Too handsome!” 

      What the hell? I used to be way better at insulting him.
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      “You’re not the boss of me,” Briar mumbles against my neck as I cradle her against my chest. 

      “Sure, beauty. Keep telling yourself that.” I carry her inside the house and then make my way up the stairs. As soon as I get to the top, I hear a knock on the front door, and I look back to see Heath standing on the other side of the glass.

      He waves at me, and when I nod my head for him to come in, he does. He takes one look at me holding Briar in my arms, and I see all the questions forming. 

      “Give me a second,” I say quietly because I’m pretty sure Briar has passed out already. 

      When I get her into my room, I place her on the bed and remove her shoes. The kittens meow to get to us, so I go over and unlock the baby gate, and they rush to Briar. Even the grumpy cat follows at a safe distance and then curls up at the end of the bed. 

      “I’ll be right back,” I whisper to Briar before I brush a kiss over her lips. She hums in pleasure, and I watch her sleep for a moment longer before I force myself from the room. 

      “Hey,” I call to Heath, jogging down the stairs and meeting him in the living room. “What’s up?” 

      “Why were you carrying her?” 

      “She took a swim in a neon pink martini, and I had to fish her out.” He chuckles, but it doesn’t reach his eyes. “What’s wrong?” 

      “We’ve had a breakthrough on the embezzlement case.” 

      A few weeks ago, we got the death certificate from a client’s estate, but when we pulled the files, we saw that money was being siphoned out of his account long after the client died. That was a huge red flag, so we hired a forensic accounting firm to comb through our books and look for any other irregularities. We also hired a private investigative team to find out who in the company would have a motive to do something like steal from our clients. 

      That was how Heath and Meadow reconnected. She was part of the company we hired to go through our books, and they are well known for being the best in the business. 

      “The last time we talked about this, our investigators were digging into Lionel Jenkins,” I say, and Heath nods. 

      “Yeah, and after what Nelly found, Jinx is the prime suspect.” 

      Nelly and her husband Dave were suspicious of the accounts manager everyone calls Jinx. Heath and I were skeptical because he worked for our dad for decades before we took over the company, and he’s a close family friend. 

      “How? He’s in France right now, isn’t he? I remember hearing him say they were going on vacation.” 

      “Nelly somehow had a friend track his movements while he was there.” Heath pulls out his phone and pulls up an email. “You weren’t in the office today, but look at this.” 

      Heath passes me his phone, and I scan the document from Nelly. In it, there’s a detailed list of everywhere he went, including photos of him outside several financial institutions. All of which she says don’t report their client funds to the United States.

      “What the fuck?” I scan the document a couple of times while Heath paces. 

      In the beginning of this, I gave Heath the reins to pursue this since Nelly and Dave didn’t need the two of us in their faces all day. I knew that Heath would let me know what they found out and if anything important came up. It also gave him the perfect excuse to work side by side with Meadow, so the whole thing really hasn’t been at the forefront of my mind. 

      And maybe my obsession with Briar has distracted me, but I’ll keep that little detail to myself. 

      “Look, I know he’s close friends with Dad, I mean, fuck, he’s supposed to be at my wedding.” Heath runs his hands through his hair. “But this looks bad, Mace. Really bad.” 

      “The head of our client accounts runs to France during an internal investigation and visits how many different banks? Yeah, I’d say a few offshore accounts are enough to sound the alarm.” 

      “Fuck, we’ve got to talk to him.” Heath looks stressed and worried, and I know this is coming at a terrible time. 

      “Let’s wait until the wedding,” I deadpan, and Heath rolls his eyes. 

      “I’m glad this is funny to you.” 

      “Sorry, just trying to help you relax a little.” I go over and squeeze his shoulder as I look into his eyes that are identical to my own. “Hey, we got this, all right?” 

      “Yeah, I know.” He lets out a deep breath and nods. 

      “Why don’t we set a meeting for when he gets back? I’ll have his secretary let me know when he lands. He’s always talking to Pamela about when he’s in and out of the office, so she’ll know.” 

      “Good idea.” Heath takes his phone back from me and sends a few texts. 

      “Oh, and since the girls are dress shopping tomorrow, I made an appointment to have our suits fitted.” 

      “Sounds good.” He nods and then looks up the stairs. “So are you going to tell me about Briar?” He waits, and I see the mischievous smile he’s trying to hide from me. 

      “Are you going to tell me why you ran into the house after Meadow like a dog with a bone?” 

      “Fair point,” he concedes and then walks to the front door. “I’ll see you in the morning.” 

      Once Heath is gone, I make my way up the stairs a little faster than I normally do. It probably has something to do with Briar being in my bed, but I won’t admit that to anyone but her. 

      After taking care of the kittens and putting them in their beds for the night, I leave the door open for little Mace to roam around the house. He seems braver and more sure of himself than if I unleashed a litter of gangly kittens into the unknown. He even let me pet him for a few moments before he was off to explore. 

      Now that I’m alone with Briar, I strip down to my underwear and climb under the covers. That’s when I see that at some point she got undressed and is only in a pair of panties. 

      “Fuck,” I whisper, closing my eyes tightly. This is going to be a long night. 
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      It takes me a moment to realize that I’m not in my own apartment and it’s not my sister in bed with me. My head rests on Mace’s firm naked chest, and I’m wrapped around his big body like a koala bear. I might crash in bed with my sister from time to time, but I don’t cuddle her like this. 

      Mace’s broad chest rises and falls with each breath, and I notice my own match his. One of his hands is resting against my back, and we’re tangled together as if we’ve done this a thousand times. I assumed public displays of affection would be off the table and that Mace wouldn’t be the cuddling type. Yet here he is, once again proving me wrong.

      Why did he put me in his bed? 

      Slowly I lift my head to get a glance at Mace’s handsome face, and I freeze when I see he’s awake. How long has he been lying there unmoving? 

      “Morning, beauty. How's the head?” 

      Shit, I hope I didn’t say something I don’t remember. I tend to speak without thinking on a normal basis, but drinks make it worse. After a few cocktails, I could have blurted out that I touched myself at night while thinking about Mace masturbating. I do not need him knowing that.

      “I got drunk.” I state the obvious and realize my head feels fine. 

      Then I remember waking up once in the middle of the night to find my way to the bathroom. I grabbed Mace’s discarded shirt off the floor and changed into it. When I returned to the bed, I noticed Mace left water and Advil on the bedside table for me. I must have still been half drunk when I took them and drank down the whole glass of water before I proceeded to crawl back into his bed and cuddle him. 

      “You feeling all right?” he asks again, brushing some hair away from my face. Why is he being so nice all of a sudden? We’re supposed to be fighting because he keeps bossing me around. Or has he been saving my ass? It’s probably a mix of both. 

      “Yeah, I’m good, but it’s your fault I got drunk.” I immediately go into defense mode. Old habit, I suppose. 

      “Okay,” he agrees with me. 

      “You can’t agree with me,” I protest because that’s not how this works. 

      “Why not?” Mace fights a smile. 

      “Because we’re fighting.” 

      “You’re fighting. I’m lying here enjoying waking up to a beautiful woman in my bed.” 

      “I didn’t need to hear about your sex life.” I go to get up, but Mace grabs me and pulls me back down. I land right on top of him, and my legs straddle his hips. 

      “Who said I had a sex life?” 

      My eyes roam over Mace’s chest once again. No way women don’t try and come home with him on the regular. I’ve never seen it, but that doesn’t mean it’s not happening. 

      “Right,” I snort, trying to get off him again. He grips my hips, keeping me in place, and I motion at his body. “Mace, look at you. Not only that, you got this whole grumpy thing going on. Girls love that.” 

      “I don’t care what other girls love, but I have noticed you like a grumpy-sunshine trope.” 

      “How do you know that?” I can’t deny it. Throw in a secret baby, and I’m done for when it comes to a romance book. 

      “You leave your Kindle lying around at the beach house.” 

      “Mace!” I slap his chest. “You can’t peek into a girl's Kindle. That’s the same as reading her diary.”

      “It’s not locked.” 

      “That’s your best defense, Mr. Lawyer?” 

      “As a lawyer, I do whatever it takes to win.” 

      “Win what?” Mace doesn’t answer my question. In fact, I forget it the second he flips me so I’m pinned under him, and his mouth comes down onto mine. For a moment, I’m in shock, and I lie there letting him kiss me. 

      “Open for me,” he orders, and my lips part without protest. When a deep, sexy groan leaves Mace, I lose it and wrap my arms around him. This time when I kiss him back, there are no potholes to blame. 

      He rocks his hips, and the hard length of his cock grinds against my clit. I whimper and beg him for more, and he gives it to me. Mace moves his body, forcing his cock to slide back and forth against my sex. I hate our clothes because I so badly want to feel him against me. 

      “Mace.” I gasp for air as an orgasm quickly builds. 

      Never have I come close to getting off this quickly. I started touching myself after I caught Mace masturbating because I hadn’t been able to control myself. But I’ve never been able to get myself off this fast, and right now, I’m already teetering on the edge. 

      “I love when you say my name,” he grunts into my ear before he trails kisses down my neck. “Say it when you come, beauty. I need to hear it. Please,” he orders. The neediness of his want is my undoing, and the perfect grind against my clit is all it takes. 

      “Mace!” I cry out as the orgasm bursts through my body. I buck against him as my chest tries to rise off the bed, but I don’t get anywhere. Mace’s giant frame keeps me pinned beneath him as he keeps rutting against me and drawing out my orgasm. Then a low groan leaves him before he buries his face in my neck. 

      My soaked panties are stuck to me, and I wonder how much I came. When Mace lifts his head, our eyes lock, and my stomach tightens. So many things go through my mind all at once, and I wonder what he’s going to say. The high of the orgasm and lust-filled passion has tapered off, leaving us in the aftermath of what we’ve done. 

      “I…ah…” I start to say, but I’m cut off by the sound of an alarm going off.

      I have no clue what I was going to say, so I’m glad for the interruption. Mace grunts and rolls off me before he grabs his phone and turns it off. 

      “You have a dress fitting.” 

      “Shit!” I squeal before I spring from the bed, and the giant shirt I put on in the middle of the night covers my nearly naked body. “What time is it?” 

      “You’ve got time. I’ll make breakfast while you shower.” My eyes can’t help but drop to his boxer briefs. The hard outline of his cock is evident, and so is the wet spot I left on him. He didn’t get his release, and he’s still so turned on. “What about you?” 

      “I’ll shower after you’re finished,” he says, and I lick my lips. 

      “I meant that.” My eyes drop back to his cock again. “Sorry for the mess I left on you.” 

      “Mess?” He lets out a sexy chuckle. “It’s not all yours, beauty.” 

      My eyes widen. “You…ah…” 

      “Came? Yeah.” 

      “I thought it goes down after.” His cock is still thick and straining against the material. 

      “It’s not going down. That barely took the edge off.” He walks around the side of the bed with his swollen length jutting out. Mace isn’t bashful at all right now. 

      When we were younger, I thought he was shy, but he hadn’t been when I caught him masturbating. He was bold and let me see every inch of what he was doing. I suppose he could be different with sex, and maybe he keeps it hidden and behind closed doors. 

      “Okay, I’ll just go get ready.” I dart toward the bathroom, trying not to think about him coming on me.

      Mace has probably had tons of experiences, and I dry-humped him like I was in high school. In my defense, I never got to do those things in high school, but still. I feel like a dork. 

      I’m so out of my league when it comes to this. More than anything, I want to ask my sister for advice, but this isn’t the time. It’s her week, and I’m not going to overshadow it with my crap. 

      The only problem is I’m terrible at hiding things from my sister. Hopefully the dresses will keep her distracted, and she doesn’t notice.
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      Briar moans as she eats the last bite of the biscuit, and I can’t stop watching her. All I can do is remember this is the exact same sound she made when she was pinned under me, and I’m so fucking hard. 

      I tried to keep busy while she was in my shower, but it was impossible not to think about her up there naked and wet. As I cooked her breakfast, I would stop and think about the water running over her bare breasts, and I had to force myself not to run after her. Now she’s moaning, and I’m hanging on by a thread. 

      “That was so good,” she says and hops off the stool before coming around to the sink. I’m standing next to it and gripping the edge of the counter. “Are you okay? You look like something’s wrong.” 

      “Nothing’s wrong.” I turn to face her, and I watch as her eyes automatically go to the tent in the front of my sweats. I keep trying to get it to go down, but it’s useless. I’ve waited too long to be with Briar and now that I got that little taste, my body is demanding more. “Just ignore it.” 

      “But what if I—” 

      “It’s fine.” My words are sharper than I mean them to be, and Briar looks up at me with something like pleading in her eyes. 

      “Please,” she whispers and comes closer. 

      “You don’t want to be late.” I try to change the subject, but I’m frozen in place as she puts her dish in the sink and then presses her front against mine. 

      “I don’t have much experience.” She rests her hand on my stomach before slowly sliding it down. “Actually, I have zero experience.” 

      “I know,” I say, and my words don’t sound like my own as her fingers trace the band of my sweats. 

      “But I remember watching you, and I remember what you were doing.” 

      My mind flashes back to when she caught me, and if I wasn’t already hard, I could have knocked her backwards with the way my cock responds. I swallow hard as her hand dips inside the front of my sweats and I feel her cool fingers wrap around my throbbing heat. 

      I’m already slick from cum dripping out of me like a leaky faucet, and when her hand pumps up and down, she glides through it. 

      “Fuck.” My knees nearly buckle as my grip on the counter tightens and I remain frozen in place. 

      “Mace.” She says my name like it belongs to her, and one day soon, she’ll have my last name too. 

      “Tighter,” I grunt, and she squeezes me at the base. 

      I watch her shoulder move up and down as she works my cock, and I’m dizzy with all the blood in my body rushing to her touch. I feel like I’m about to pass out, and just then she stops. 

      “Wha—” I’m about to ask her what the fuck is going on when I see her put her fingers to her lips and she licks some of my cum off of them. 

      I’m unable to breathe as she sucks one clean and then puts her hand back in my sweats. She’s moving faster now like it’s a race to see how quickly she can get me off, and I’m so shocked by her actions that I give it to her. My cock swells and then pulses as I shoot my load all over her hand and inside my sweats. 

      I groan with what sounds like agony but is actually the single greatest orgasm of my life. Finally, I’m able to let go of the counter as I grab Briar and kiss her like I need her oxygen to breathe. My tongue tastes her and my own tangy desire as we kiss, and I keep coming. 

      After a long moment, I can feel a sense of peaceful calm wash over me, and I’m left standing there cupping her face with both my hands and gently placing kisses on her lips. 

      “I used to think about when you caught me in the storage shed every night.” 

      “Used to?” she teases, and I feel her smile against my lips. 

      “Now I’m going to think about this instead.” I smile with her, and something about being playful after getting off feels so fucking good. “And just so we’re totally clear, before this morning, I had exactly zero experience too.” 

      When her eyes meet mine, I brush my thumb over her bottom lip and think about all the things I want to do to her mouth. 

      “Mace, I—” 

      The front door opens, and I hear Heath call out first, followed by Meadow. Briar jumps away so quickly I don’t have time to grab her and she’s rinsing her hands in the sink as the engaged couple saunters in the kitchen like they own the place. 

      “It’s wedding dress time!” Meadow sing-songs. “Briar, can—” Meadow stops mid-sentence as she looks at Briar, and they share a silent exchange. Then she quickly cuts her eyes my way, and I can’t help but think they have their own twin language the same way Heath and I do. 

      “Briar, I think you left your bag in the hall,” I say as I practically carry her out of the kitchen in front of the shocked faces that stare after us. 

      “Oh my God, she knows,” Briar whisper-hisses at me. 

      “So what?” I bend down so we’re eye to eye and take her chin in my hand. “This discussion is not over.” I place a quick kiss on her lips before I grab her bag off the little table near the door and place it in her hands. “Get used to it, beauty. I’ll see you tonight.” 

      After I let her go, I jog up the stairs, and when I reach the top, I look back at Briar. Now she’s the one frozen in place, and I grin from ear to ear as I head to the shower.
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      “I think Briar should try one on.” 

      “What?” I glance up from my phone after responding to a message from wedding planner Rosy. The woman has been a godsend. 

      My sister holds up a wedding dress with a bottom that’s puffy and overdone. Obviously I love it. 

      “We’re here for you to try on dresses, Meadow. The wedding is days away. Focus.” How am I being the responsible one? 

      “It screams Briar, don’t you think?” my mom says as she walks over to inspect the dress.

      Thankfully, the moms arrived before my sister could try and grill me about Mace. I know her questions are only on a momentary hold, but I’m still trying to catch up on what happened. Mace and I could be a terrible idea or the best I’ve ever had. I’m usually the first to jump off a cliff into the unknown, but this is different. The fallout of Mace and me could be devastating. 

      I think we all knew on some level Heath and Meadow were bound to happen. My sister might not jump off of a cliff at random, but she would if it was part of her plan. Meadow made it clear she was in love with Heath, and even when he went and messed it up, we knew it was only a matter of time. 

      Meadow would try to hide her jealousy when we’d see Heath at events and other women would talk to him. That’s all it ever was, though, and Heath was never with anyone else. He was waiting for her even when they weren’t together. 

      It makes me think of Mace’s words to me in the kitchen this morning and how he hadn’t ever been with anyone either. Why? 

      “I need to try on bridesmaid dresses,” I tell them as I tuck my phone into my back pocket. 

      I head over toward the rack of dresses that were pulled for me, and I avoid the beautiful dress my mom and sister are still fawning over on my behalf. Meadow would never wear that dress because it’s not her style. She’ll want something that’s understated with minimalist detailing.

      “Come on. I’m the bride. You’re supposed to do what I ask.” Meadow can be bossy but not in this kind of way. She’s usually doing it to be responsible. 

      “How about we find a few for you and then I’ll try on one with you?” I offer it as a compromise and hope it gets the ball rolling. 

      Meadow is so unfazed by the fact that we are days away from her getting married and she doesn’t have a dress. What has Heath done to her? She’s going with the flow like it’s no big deal, and it’s weird. 

      “This one!” Meadow squeals and grabs a random dress. “Come on.” The ladies helping us take the dresses back into the changing room. 

      Mom and Julia, Mace and Heath’s mother, sit down on the sofa in front of a wall of mirrors. They both have been calm about this, but I know they’re bursting with excitement. Mom and Julia are so close, at times they reminded me of sisters. We’re all really going to be a family soon, and it’s crazy but so right at the same time. 

      “We can help each other,” Meadow tells the ladies, who nod and hang the dresses up for us. 

      “If you need anything, call out,” one says before they’re gone and leave the two of us alone. 

      “You lured me in here with a dress, didn’t you?” I say because I know Meadow doesn’t care about me trying on a wedding dress. She wants us to be alone so she can get me to talk. 

      “I could have grabbed a dress and asked for you to help me.” 

      Okay, she’s got a point. “You really want me to try on a dress?” I run my hand down the soft fluffy material, and being this close, I can see the beautiful stitchwork. 

      “Why not?” She shrugs like it’s no big deal. It might not have been a few months ago when Mace felt so out of reach. Now it’s going to put ideas into my mind. Ideas that I should not be having. 

      I know Mace said our conversation wasn’t over, but who knows what that means? Maybe I’m a safe place for him to try out sexual things with. 

      “Briar, don’t do what I did,” Meadow says and bursts right through my thoughts. 

      “What does that mean?” 

      “It means don’t deny what’s happening between you and Mace. I kind of already know.” 

      “Know what?” I gasp. “You know something I don’t? How could you? We know everything together.” She’s not married yet, and things are already changing. 

      “I’ve only known for a second, and things have been a little busy.” I snort. That’s putting it lightly. 

      “So?” I nudge her to spit out whatever it is she’s not saying. 

      “The whole reason you and Mace aren’t together might be mine and Heath’s fault.” 

      “That doesn’t even make sense. Why would you have anything to do with it?” 

      “Mace wasn’t on board with waiting for us to finish school. He was going to pounce on you when we turned eighteen, but I jumped the gun and told Heath I was in love with him. Heath freaked out because he thought I was still too young. I got hurt and—” 

      “I got mad.” I fill in for her, and she nods. After that night, I declared war on the Monroe brothers. “Mace wanted to be with me this whole time?” Meadow nods her head. “And I’ve been a jerk to him.” I inwardly wince, thinking about all the times I called him the wrong name. Gosh, if he called me Meadow, I’d die. 

      “I mean, in all fairness, they destroyed any men that got near us.” 

      “But they weren't out there getting with other women,” I point out. 

      “It’s hindsight and all that. We’re past that now.” Meadow tries to downplay it, knowing I’m going to feel like a jerk. “So about the dress.” She pets it the same way I did and tries to encourage me. 

      “What are you doing? Do you think I’m going to put this dress on and get married in a few weeks?” It’s not out of the realm of possibility because I’m living with Mace, but that was an accident of my own doing. 

      “I didn’t say that.” She looks defensive and then shrugs. “I mean, why not this weekend?” 

      “Meadow!” I hiss. She’s gone and lost her mind. 

      “What?” 

      “What has gotten into you?” I look at her expectantly, and she smirks. “You whore, that’s not what I meant.” I playfully smack her arm, and we both burst into laughter. 

      “So are you gonna try it on or what?” I can tell her goal is to get me into this dress. When Meadow has her sights set on something, there’s no stopping her, and I know I’m not going to win this round. 

      When I look at the beautiful dress, I realize that maybe I don't want to win it.
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      “And these will be ready in time for the wedding?” I ask the owner of the shop, who is taking measurements on my tux. 

      This suit shop is right across the street from our office building. Heath and I have always come here when we needed a fitting, and even our dad bought his suits from here.

      “Of course, Mr. Monroe. We’ve made them our priority,” he assures me as he helps me take off the jacket and I turn to face Heath. 

      “If they’re not, we can wear matching T-shirts and jeans.” The way Heath shrugs it off like it’s not his wedding day is blowing my mind. 

      “I’ll be honest, you seem entirely too calm for this to be happening in a matter of days.” Even as I wonder how he can possibly be so calm about this, I think about marrying Briar, and a peace falls over me. “But maybe that’s not such a bad thing.” 

      “Exactly,” our dad says as he joins us in the front of the store. “Since we’re all finished, should we grab lunch?” 

      “Let me text Meadow.” Heath reaches for his phone, but our dad waves him off. 

      “I called your mom. The girls are still trying on wedding dresses.” 

      “Both of them?” I ask, and my dad shrugs. 

      “Don’t know. Your mom just said they were busy and would see us later. I’m starving. Let’s go to the deli down the street. I haven't eaten there in forever.” 

      My dad is thanking the owner and out the door before I have a chance to follow up with what he just said. “Did that seem weird to you?” I ask Heath as we say our goodbyes and try to catch up. 

      “Nah, Dad’s just excited. Listen, I wanted to tell you earlier, but we didn’t have time. Jinx is back.” 

      “What?” All thoughts of Briar in a wedding dress dissolve as I focus on what my twin is saying. 

      “Late last night, I got a text from Nelly and Dave. They were staking out his house, and he and his wife got back from France after midnight.” Up ahead, I see our dad turning into the deli that Heath and I frequent for lunch when we’re both in the office. “I haven’t told Dad anything about it yet.” 

      “Not until we know for sure,” I say, echoing his thoughts. 

      He nods and slows his walking. “Yes, and if it turns out Jinx is hiding money, it’s going to crush him. He’s always thought of Jinx as more of a close friend than an employee.” 

      “The first question he’s going to ask is why.” I think about all of the reasons his friend would steal from the company, and it could be a million reasons. I’d like to think it was for a noble cause like his wife is sick or his kids need it, or anything other than just plain greed. 

      “I think that’s what we all want to know,” Heath agrees, and we walk into the deli. 

      “Shit,” I curse under my breath because standing together at the counter are Dad and Jinx. 

      “Double shit,” Heath says, and we steal a quick glance at each other. 

      The two of them are sharing a joke as they take their drinks and walk over to a table. 

      “I guess we’re eating together,” I say under my breath, and we walk over to where they’re sitting and take the two empty seats. 

      “Hey, boys, I hear you’re getting ready for the big day,” Jinx says after we say hello. 

      “It will be here in no time,” Dad answers for us. “Jinx was just telling me he’s back from France.” 

      “Yeah, that must have been incredible. Did you get to do much sightseeing?” I ask, and I swear I see Jinx’s eyes narrow a fraction. 

      “You know how Elena is. We saw the inside of restaurants and clothing stores.” Jinx laughs at his own joke, then changes the subject. “So tell me, how is the wedding planning? I had no idea it would be so fast.” 

      “You’re coming, right?” my dad cuts in, and Jinx nods. 

      “I wouldn’t miss it for the world.” He looks at Heath and then reacts like something has just occurred to him. “Will you be taking a honeymoon? You can always count on me to keep an eye on things while you’re gone.” 

      “I’m sure I can manage,” I say, and Jinx blanches. 

      “Of course, I still somehow forget there’s two of you.” He sighs. “Speaking of two, is it Meadow or Briar that’s been in the office so much lately?” 

      Even without looking at Heath, I can feel his body change subtly at the mention of his fiancée and her being in the office. She’s there because she was hired as a forensic accountant to go over our books and find out who the hell has been stealing money. 

      “A little of both,” Heath answers, and maybe nobody else notices the slight edge to his voice, but I do. 

      “Well, I guess true love was bound to win in the end,” Jinx says and pats my dad on the back. “I know you’ll be glad when these two finally make you a grandpa.” 

      “I’m counting down the days.” My dad sounds proud as he speaks the words, and I realize that maybe I am too. 

      I used to think about the future and imagine Heath and me living next door to one another and raising our kids together. It’s just now occurring to me that we’re closer to that being a reality than a dream. Last night while I stayed awake and held Briar in my arms, I began making plans. When the sun came up, I knew what I needed to happen, and now I just need to get Briar on board. 

      “Well, I won’t keep the three of you. I need to run into the office and catch up on some emails so I was only here to grab a to-go bag.” Jinx stands from his seat as the cashier calls out his number. 

      “I’ll be in after lunch,” Heath says, and Jinx waves his goodbyes. 

      “Uh.” My dad makes a sound as he watches Jinx leave. 

      “What?” Heath and I ask at the same time. 

      “It’s nothing.” Dad waves it off, but I press him. 

      “No, what is it?” 

      “It’s just that before you got here, he was telling me about how late they got in. I’m surprised he’s going into work.” 

      “Did he say anything else?” Heath asks, and he must feel the same tingle of suspicion I do. 

      “Not really. We didn’t talk long before you walked in, but he did ask me more about a couple of old accounts. The funny thing is, as soon as you guys got here, he changed the subject.” My dad laughs and waves it off. “I guess he didn't want you two to think that he didn’t know what he was doing.” Dad gets up and goes to the counter to order his food, and Heath and I look at one another. 

      “Or more likely he didn’t want us to know what he was doing,” I say quietly, and Heath nods. 

      “After today, I think he knows we’re on to him,” he says. 

      I nod and let out a deep breath. “Fuck.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            FIFTEEN

          

          BRIAR

        

        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

      

    

    
      “I can’t wait for this wedding to be over,” I hear Mace grumble. 

      Slowly I open my eyes and try to wake up. I don’t remember coming home last night. I think I passed out at Meadow’s after being knee deep in wedding crap. The last thing I recall is Heath’s living room. 

      Meadow and I spent the night catching up on reality television and eating junk food while we ticked off a few items the wedding planner asked us about. I knew it was one of only a few nights left that Meadow would be single. Even though she’ll always be my sister and my twin, now she’s going to get another half. I’m sure they’ll have jokes I won’t get, and I’ll hate and love them both for it.

      “Am I late for something?” I sit up and try to find the time. I’m always running late because that’s always Meadow’s strong suit. Bingo trots over to me wanting pets, and I look up to see Mace is already dressed in a suit. He’s got his phone pressed to his ear, and he’s staring at me. “What’s happening?” I yawn. I want to fall back into the fluffy pillows and go to sleep. 

      Actually I want to grab Mace’s tie and then pull him down into the bed with me. 

      “Yeah, I’ll be there soon,” he says into the phone before ending the call, and I can tell he’s pissed. I’m sure being a lawyer can make you pissed a lot, or maybe I’ve watched too much television. 

      “You’re leaving me,” I huff. “You’re my partner. We have wedding things to do.” I’m not sure what’s left on the list, but I don’t want him to go. Since our moment in the kitchen yesterday, we haven’t gotten to finish what we started as Mace promised we would. 

      “Don’t say it that way. I’m never leaving you.” Mace leans down to kiss me. 

      His fingers sink into my hair, and I wrap my arms around him. Gosh, this feels perfect. My sister was right, and I’m not going to fight whatever this is that’s happening between Mace and me. In fact, I might have some making up to do. 

      “Sorry, just not excited for you to leave,” I say, and Mace groans at my response. 

      “You know how long I’ve dreamed of this? You in my bed wanting me in it with you?” 

      “Longer than you should have.” 

      He gives me a small smile, and I see some of the irritation from his phone call fading. His eyes soften as he looks at me, and damn, do I love that. I love Mace. It’s silly it took me so long to see how perfect we are together. 

      “I’ve poked at you for years.” 

      “I’ve been wanting to poke you for years,” he admits, and I snort a laugh. 

      “That was a terrible joke.” 

      “You still laughed.” He kisses me again. “I have to go into the office. Something’s come up. I’ll be back as soon as I can,” he promises. 

      “I’ll miss you, but I’m sure there are a million and one things I need to get done, so you do what you need to.” 

      “When this wedding is over—” 

      “Don’t,” I cut him off. “If you tell me your plans, I might lure you back into bed to see if you’ll do them now. It’s better that I don’t know.” 

      “You’re mine, beauty,” he vows. 

      “I know.” He drops one more kiss on my lips before leaving me in bed with Bingo. “I suppose I should feed everyone and check my phone.” I give Bingo a few more pets before I make myself get up. 

      When I look at myself, I notice I’m wearing one of Mace’s shirts. I really must have been out of it when he brought me back home last night. Why do I find it sexy that he changed me? Too bad I missed it. I snag my phone off the charger, seeing that Mace left a cup of coffee for me next to it. 

      “Meadow has no idea I got the better twin,” I tell Bingo as I text Mace. 

      Me: Get a nice peek when you changed my clothes? 

      Mace: Clothes or no clothes, it’s always a nice peek when it comes to seeing you. 

      His response is sweet, but I can’t help myself. I want to be a little naughty. 

      Me: Did you jack off? 

      Mace: Beauty…. 

      I smirk, imagining him having to adjust himself in his slacks. 

      Me: Miss you

      I decide I’ve done enough teasing when it comes to Mace. I see how Meadow and Heath are together. I thought it was crazy the two of them wanted to get married so fast, but I’m not thinking that anymore. Enough years have been spent without Mace being mine even though he kind of always has been. 

      Mace: Miss you too. 

      How long will it be before we say I love you? Not in the way a family member says to one another. Sure, I’ve walked out of a room with both our families in it and shouted bye and love you guys. But I’ve never looked Mace in the eyes and said those words only to him. 

      I'm tired of missing out on anything with him. I’m going to do it. In fact, the next time I see him, I’m going to say it. 

      My mind drifts to what life will be like with Mace as I feed our little ones and handle a few more details for the wedding. I even set up someone to come and check on our pets while we’re gone. There will be too much going on down at the beach houses to take them. 

      When I see it’s almost lunch time, I decide I’m going to take everyone some food. Meadow is at the office with Heath and Mace. I grab my bag and place a pick-up order for a deli down the street from the law firm, then get a ride over. 

      It’s ready by the time I get there, and I make the short walk back to the office building. 

      “Meadow?” I hear someone call and I turn around to see Jinx parked at the curb. I’ve met him a handful of times over the years. I know he works at the law firm and is close to Mace’s father. His name was also on the wedding invite list. It’s hard to forget a name like his because it stands out. 

      “Hey, Jinx.” I walk over toward him to tell him I’m Briar and I’m a bit surprised he got the two of us mixed up. That’s when I notice his panicked expression, and I freeze. “What’s wrong?” 

      “It’s Heath. You didn’t hear?” 

      “Hear what?” Now I start to panic. 

      “He collapsed and was rushed to the hospital. I was headed there now. I figured you knew.” I shake my head as he reaches for me. “Come on, I'll give you a lift. Mace went with him.” I drop my to-go bags, not caring about them. If Mace went, then Meadow must have gone too. She has to be a mess right now. 

      I hop into the passenger seat, and Jinx takes off from the curb so fast I slam into the center console. Quickly I grab my seatbelt and put it on. 

      “Careful,” I tell him, but he only speeds up. I search through my purse for my phone, and when I find it, I pull it out to try and call Mace. Jinx yanks it from my hand and tosses it out the window. It happens so fast I stare at him in shock. “What the hell was that?” 

      “You know what this is about!” he shouts. Now he’s more unhinged than panicked. “You’re going to fix this. You’ll cover everything back up and give me the money, and I’ll disappear. That’s all you have to do.” 

      Oh God. He really must think I’m Meadow. 

      I’m not sure if telling him I’m Briar will make this situation worse. Instead, I do the only thing I can think of. I drop my voice into a low, reassuring tone the same way I would with a cornered animal. I’m hoping to at least calm him down and if anything, buy some time.
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      “Briar!” I shout as I rush out of the building in time to see Jinx peeling away from the curb. There are bags from the deli scattered on the sidewalk, but I ignore them as I start to run. 

      “Wait!” Heath grabs my arm and pulls me back from the road just as I’m about to be hit by an oncoming car. 

      “Oh God, where is he taking her?” Meadow looks distraught as she begins to sob and Heath reaches for his phone. 

      We were all in the conference room earlier today to confront Jinx. We finally had all of the pieces of the puzzle put together and were going to confront him. 

      Late last night, Nelly called us and said there was a breakthrough in the case. Through one of her undercover sources, she discovered that a few years ago, Jinx’s oldest son racked up an insane amount of gambling debt. A notorious loan shark came to collect, and there was a big payoff. When she compared the timeline of the missing money and the payoff, it all lined up. 

      Apparently, after the payoff, Jinx had some sort of psychotic break. She said there were rumors of the loan sharks coming after Jinx and his wife, but she didn’t know all the details of what happened. But when she was looking, she found out that Jinx was in a mental health facility for treatment when he told us he was vacationing in Switzerland. 

      I called Jinx and said that we needed him to come to the office and go over some things. He sounded strange on the phone, and Heath and I decided we should probably go to his house instead. We were all in the lobby when I saw Briar coming down the street, but I wasn’t fast enough to get there before Jinx grabbed her. 

      It all happened so fast, and even now it’s like I’m moving in slow motion.

      Heath says something into his phone, and just then his driver pulls up to the curb. He gets out, and I jump behind the wheel just as Heath gets in on the other side and Meadow gets in the back. The tires squeal as I go after Briar, and Heath shouts at Meadow to put her seatbelt on. 

      “Where the fuck are they going?” I ask, but none of us know. 

      “Maybe he’s taking her to his house,” Meadow offers, and I can see Heath nodding out of the corner of my eye. 

      “He’s headed in that direction, but why the hell would he take her there?” 

      “Why would he take Briar? She doesn’t know about any of this.” I grip the steering wheel tighter and just barely make the red light ahead. 

      “I’m calling Nelly,” Meadow says from the back seat, and I hear her explaining what happened a second later. 

      “If he touches a hair on her head…” I start to say, but I feel Heath squeeze my shoulder. 

      “It won’t happen. We’ll get her back.” 

      “He’s obviously not right. You heard him on the phone this morning.” He was babbling and half talking to himself. He wasn’t making any sense, and then at one point, he just laughed for no reason. 

      “Nelly is sending the police to his house,” Meadow says. “She’s going to call his doctors at the hospital too.” 

      “Good.” Heath points up ahead. “They went that way.” 

      “We’re not far from his house,” I say as I make another turn and try to go around traffic. “Fuck.” 

      We get delayed by a truck as it pulls into a parking lot, and my heart feels like it might split open in the time it takes for it to move. I punch the gas when it’s finally gone and speed all the way to where Jinx lives. 

      The gates are wide open as I pull down the long drive, so we can’t be that far behind. When I come around the tree line curve, I see the car parked up ahead, and I nearly sob with relief when I see Jinx standing there with Briar. 

      I’ve barely got the car in park before I jump out, but when Briar turns to face me, the look in her eyes stops me cold. 

      “Don’t come closer,” she says and holds her hands up. That’s when I notice the knife in Jinx’s hand. “Everyone just stay calm.” 

      “Jinx, what the fuck are you doing?” I bellow, and I feel Heath behind me before he grabs my arm. I know he’s doing it to keep me from doing something stupid, but it only makes me angrier. 

      “She’s going to make it all go away.” Jinx smiles and then lets out that strange laugh from before. “It’s all going to disappear, and then it will be like it never happened.” 

      “Jinx?” All eyes turn to the older woman on the front steps of the house, and it’s his wife, Elena. “Oh no, what have you done?” 

      “Everyone just stay calm,” Briar says again. “Jinx, I told you in the car I’m happy to help. All you have to do is give me your laptop, and I’ll make everything go away.” 

      “That’s right.” Jinx nods. “You promised.” 

      “And I always keep my promises.” Briar’s tone is so calm and soothing. “Let’s go in the house, and you can show me where the computer is.” 

      I feel Heath lean against my back as he whispers to me, “When he turns around, you go left and I’ll come at him from the right.” 

      I silently nod and he releases my arm. I’m not paying attention to anything else as Jinx points the knife at Briar and forces her to take the steps up to the house toward Elena. When Jinx finally gives us his back, Heath and I move fast. 

      I’m there first, and I lower my shoulder to tackle him to the ground so he doesn’t have a chance to grab for Briar or hurt anyone else on the way down. The knife falls out of his hand and skitters along the driveway before Meadow runs over and picks it up. 

      “Let me up! They’ll kill my son!” Jinx shouts as Elena rushes down the stairs to where Heath and I are holding him pinned to the ground. “They’ll kill him!” 

      “Nobody is going to kill Chad,” Elena says, trying to soothe her husband. “Jinx, it’s okay, they got their money. They’re not coming back for us again.” 

      “They’ll kill you too!” Jinx screams before his eyes roll in the back of his head and he passes out. 

      Sirens echo in the distance as I look up and see Briar sobbing.
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      “Beauty, look at me, love. You’re killing me here.” I cling to Mace because I’m not trying to upset him more; I just don’t ever want to let him go again. I spent too much of my life not hanging on to Mace, and I’m seeing now that it was time wasted.

      My heart is breaking for everyone. We've been at the police station for over two hours now, and this is all a mess. Jail is the last thing I think anyone deserves when help and compassion is what is need most. I saw Jinx's wife, and her whole life had crumbled before her. 

      “He needs help,” I sniffle into Mace’s neck. “I don’t want to press charges. I just want to go home,” I whisper. 

      We haven’t done a lot of talking to the police. I’m not ready, and honestly, reporting this is the last thing on my mind. At the moment, everyone is safe, and that is all that matters to me. 

      “Then we’ll leave,” he says and kisses the top of my head. 

      The police try and get us to stay, but they can’t make us. I guess it helps when you’re with two lawyers like Mace and Heath. 

      “Are you really okay?” Meadow asks me when we get outside of the police station. This is the first time we’ve been able to talk without an audience. 

      “I’m okay. It’s all so sad.” Meadow’s face softens in understanding. 

      “I love you, sweet sister of mine.” She kisses my cheek. “Everyone thinks I’m the levelheaded one, but I would have freaked the hell out. You were calmer than all of us.” 

      Was I scared? Of course, but I could see Jinx was in the middle of a breakdown. All I could do was lead with compassion, and in the chaos, I tried to offer peace. 

      “She’s the beauty the world needs.” I turn to glance up at Mace, and I can still feel his whole body radiate tension. I hate that everyone had to go through this today, but at least we still get to go home. 

      “That’s why you call me that?” It's endearing the way Mace sees me.

      “You’re a beauty in many ways, my love.” He leans down to kiss me, and I melt into him. 

      This man is my perfect match. I have known that my whole life because even when I was fighting my sister’s battle against the Monroe brothers, never once did I think of another man. Which is crazy for a girl who devours romance novels. In the back of my mind, I knew who my prince was, and I also knew he would come when I needed him the most. 

      “I love you,” I tell him. That was one of the things racing through my mind during the whole event. That I’d never said those words to him before. 

      “I love you too.” His voice is filled with emotion, which is unlike the always calm and unshakable Mace he presents to the world. He shows me who he truly is, and I love that it’s only for me. 

      “So double wedding?” Meadow chimes in, reminding me that we’re on a sidewalk outside of the police station. 

      “Sure,” Mace agrees before scooping me up into his arms. 

      “Double wedding?” I ask, confused. 

      “You’ve already got a dress!” my sister shouts after us. Has she been planning this all along? Of course she has. Meadow always has a plan. 

      Mace gets us into the back of an SUV, and he keeps me close. His hold is so tight it almost hurts, but I don’t say a word. The expression of horror on his face when he saw Jinx with the knife told me everything I needed to know about my Mace. I’m his world. 

      “I’m okay.” I run my fingers through his hair while his face stays buried in my neck and he breathes me in. 

      “I’ve never been more scared in my life. I know the man, and I want to kill him. But you…” He shakes his head. “Here you are still worried about him.” 

      “No one was hurt,” I try to point out. 

      “You could have been,” he growls. 

      “We’ll get him help,” I state firmly. If someone had been hurt then yes, things would be different, but luckily, everyone is physically okay. “That’s what people should do for each other, Mace. We help the ones that can’t help themselves.” 

      “You have no idea, Briar.” 

      “I do.” I stop him before he can say more. “I thought about not knowing what it would be like to make love to you, to not see our children, to not get to fight with you about moving to a farm and getting a hundred goats.” 

      “Goats are not an easy animal to raise.” I smile, already knowing that would be his response. Mace and I may not have been a couple for long, but I know this man better than anyone. 

      “See?” 

      “Fuck, I love you.” Mace claims my mouth, and I wrap my arms around him and kiss him right back. 

      “How did we go so many years without doing this?” I get out between kisses. 

      “Our siblings are a pain in the ass,” he says, and I laugh. 

      Thankfully, our poor driver has seen and heard enough, and we make it home quickly. We’re barely through the front door before Mace is pulling at my clothes. We don’t stop until we’re both naked and falling into the bed. 

      “Mace,” I moan when his mouth finds my center and his tongue dips inside me. My hips buck against him, but he uses his forearm to pin me to the bed. 

      Mace is always so calm and collected that his firm hold to keep me in place speaks to a deep part of me. One I didn’t know I possessed. Mace will always give me what I need even when I can be too naïve and off in Neverland wanting to believe the best of the world. He’ll ground me and protect me forever. 

      “Come for me, beauty.” His mouth latches around my clit, and it sends me over the edge into complete bliss. 

      I cry out his name as I’m still lost in pleasure before his big body moves over me. Mace’s mouth finds mine, and I taste my desire along with his own passion. The blunt head of his cock nudges my opening, and I spread my legs wider. I want every part of him because his soul is tied to mine. 

      A small gasp leaves me as his cock pushes inside and opens me up to him. Only a small bite of pain hits me, but as quickly as it’s there, it’s gone. He stills, and all I can think about is that we’re making love. It’s all-consuming, and as he begins to move, the pleasure builds. 

      “Beauty,” he moans as I grip his shoulders. 

      I’m overwhelmed with sensations and about to come again. Our deep connection is more than I could have dreamed of, and every inch of me is alight with pleasure. 

      “Tell me you’re okay,” he pleads, and I nod before I try to speak. 

      “Never better.” I smile up at him. 

      “Never mistake sweetness for weakness,” he says, then gently presses his mouth to mine. “I think you’re the strongest person I’ve ever met.” Tears fill my eyes because Mace sees me in ways no others have. 

      We really are the perfect match.
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      “If they find us, we’re going to be in so much trouble,” Briar hisses as I pull her into the storage shed under the house. 

      “Just be quiet, and nobody is going to know.” I have to smother a laugh as I push an inflatable swan out of the way. 

      “I guess technically it’s my wedding day too.” 

      “What do you mean ‘technically’?” I pull her to me and lift her up. Her legs automatically wrap around my waist, and I walk her backwards to the nearest wall. “I told you I was planning our wedding right alongside theirs the whole fucking time.” 

      “Well, it better not be bad luck to see me in this dress before I walk down the aisle.” She reaches between us and frees my cock. “Although I don’t see how a quickie could do any harm.” 

      My laugh turns into a moan as she grips my length and squeezes. “Fuck,” I grunt and thrust into her hands. Thankfully, she pulls her panties to the side as I hold on to her ass, and then I’m sinking into her wet heat. 

      We’ve been fucking like bunnies since that first time, and I can’t seem to go more than a few hours without coming in Briar. She’s just as bad when she wakes me up in the middle of the night already riding me and climaxing. 

      “Oh God, Mace, do it hard.” She slides her fingers between us and rubs her clit while I pound into her. 

      We’re both so wound up after spending last night apart, and I know that we need this release. I saw Heath sneak out earlier, and something tells me that Meadow is going to be just as wobbly as Briar when it’s time for them to appear. 

      “Stop the dirty talk or I’ll come too fast and have to fuck you all over again.” 

      “You promise?” The look she gives me would bring the devil to his knees. 

      “Goddamn it,” I groan and plant my feet as I fuck her harder. 

      “Maybe they’re in here?” I hear Briar’s mom call out, and we freeze. 

      “Holy shit,” Briar whispers, and I put my hand over her mouth. 

      There’s a rattling on the door, and I’m thankful I remembered to lock it this time. 

      “If they are, then we should leave them the hell alone,” Briar’s dad answers her, and I have to bite my bottom lip to keep from laughing. 

      “The four of them are going to be late to their own wedding.” She sounds like Meadow with her strict organization. 

      “If they’re busy giving us grandbabies, then they can be as late as they want. Come on, let’s grab some champagne and get in our seats. They’ll be along soon enough.” 

      We wait a moment to make sure they’re gone before we fall into quiet laughter, and I begin to move inside her once more. We’re laughing and kissing and making love all at once, and it’s beautiful. She’s beautiful. I don’t know how I ever got so damn lucky to find my soul mate when I was a kid, but here she is about to make me a husband and a father. 

      “I love you,” I say as I kiss her deeply and grind against her clit the way she likes it. 

      Her body responds in kind by squeezing me so perfectly that I can’t hold back any longer. My cock swells and then releases into her right as she climaxes. Her orgasm is intense, and I have to hold on tightly so she doesn’t fall.

      It’s a long moment later when I’m catching my breath that I slowly pull out and then put her panties back into place. My cum is all over her, and I couldn’t imagine a hotter way for my bride to greet me at the altar. 

      “Are you going to be okay to walk?” I tease as I help her straighten her dress and veil. 

      “Thankfully I’ve got Meadow to lean on.” She goes up on her tiptoes and gives me a quick kiss. “I love you too, by the way.” 

      When we exit the storage shed, I make sure there’s nobody watching as we sneak back to where the wedding is taking place right between the family’s beach houses. This was the place where we fell in love and the only place I ever considered when thinking about marrying Briar. Of course I would have done it years ago, but waiting until I could share this day with my brother and almost-sister-in-law has made it even more special. 

      “There you two are!” Rosy the wedding planner cries as we enter. “Now I just need to find Heath and—oh thank God.” 

      Just then Meadow and Heath come walking from the opposite direction, and I see Heath buttoning up his shirt. 

      “Okay, places everyone,” Rosy directs as the music begins to play. 

      “I’ll see you down front,” I tell Briar and give her one last quick kiss. 

      “I’m going to jump in your arms,” she teases as she takes her bouquet and reaches for her sister. 

      The two of them stand side by side holding hands as Heath and I go down front. I see them whispering to each other and using their flowers to hide their faces as they laugh. 

      “So I’m guessing you two were…” Heath says, and I raise an eyebrow at him. “Yep, us too.” 

      “Great minds think alike,” I say, and then we smile at each other as the brides begin the procession. 

      “Hey,” Heath whispers and leans close. “Just so you know, they’re ovulating.” When I look back at him, he shrugs like it’s no big deal to have this knowledge. “You want our kids to be born at the same time, don’t you?” 

      “Actually, yeah.” When I look at Briar, she's grinning from ear to ear. “I do.”

      

      
        
        THE END!
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      Bailey Webb has stressed and worried about her special needs sister Hazel ever since their mom took off. She’s struggling to keep both their heads above water until a chance meeting changes her life forever.

      From the moment Shawn Reed meets Bailey, all he wants to do is protect her. Not only does she need help but so does her sister, and he’s ready to step up to the plate.

      Warning: This overly sweet and precious story is filled with so much love. It’s got surprise presents, baby farm animals, and a hero who loves to spoil. It’s all you could ask for, plus a mountain of sugar on top. Call your dentist and schedule an appointment. This book is guaranteed to give you cavities.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            CHAPTER 1

          

          BAILEY

        

      

    

    
      “I should have brought a change of clothes,” I tell Kyle as I take my purse out of my locker then close it again. “It’s too late now.”

      I’ll never be able to drive home and still make it to the meeting on time. Not that I really have anything nicer than my work uniform I could wear. I have no clue what people wear to a shareholders meeting. Not that I even know what a shareholders meeting is. All I really want is a minute of Mr. Reed’s time, and I know he’ll be at the meeting.

      He’s the CEO and holds the majority shares for Community Mart grocery stores. It’s an employee-owned grocery store, which means all the employees who work at the grocery store have stock in the company. It’s part of being an employee, but it also means you can go to the quarterly meeting if you like. I’ve never known anyone to actually go before, but I don’t have any other options. Talking to the CEO is my last shot. He could make or break things for my sister Hazel and me.

      “Who cares? It’s your work uniform and it’s a company meeting. If they don’t like these uniforms, then they should change them.” Kyle plops down onto the bench and opens up his lunch. He digs into the bag and it reminds me that I haven’t eaten today. By the time I got off the phone with one of my sister’s doctors, I’d been out of time to eat and had to get back to my register.

      “The uniform isn’t that bad.”

      Kyle makes a face at me as if I’ve lost my mind, but I’m not sure he’d find any uniform to his liking. He told me the other day it needed a pop of color. We wear black pants with a white polo and our name tags. If you ask me, I think we’re pretty lucky and I’m not going to complain about it. Over at Sun Price grocery store they have to wear these ridiculous hats that have a spinning propeller on top of it.

      “I could blend into the walls wearing this.”

      “With the customers we get, sometimes I wish I could blend in with the walls. I don’t need any flair to draw attention to me.” You’d be shocked how mean some people can be over expired coupons or us running out of a product. Not that they’re all bad. I do have a ton of customers I love who always seek out my line.

      “Ain’t that the truth. Mr. Sims is always on the lookout for you.” Kyle wiggles his eyebrows and I have to fight a groan. Who doesn't that man notice? I think his only preference is vagina.

      “Please don’t start with that.” I sit down next to Kyle on the bench and he hands me an apple slice. I take it knowing this will be it until I get home and have dinner tonight.

      “Just saying he’s a hottie.”

      “He’s also our boss,” I remind him. I have no desire to get tangled up with my boss and then end up without a job when things inevitably go south. The store manager, Mason Sims, thinks he’s a ladies’ man. I think he’s only into me because I never flirt with him like everyone else does. He’s so creepy. He’s our freaking manager and he flirts with everyone. Not just employees but customers, too.

      “Don’t forget a manwhore,” Kyle adds, reading my mind. He scrunches up his nose and shakes his head. “Who knows how many holes he’s stuck his D into.”

      I smack his arm. “Shh,” I half-heartedly scold him, not wanting us to get busted talking shit on the boss. “That’s gross,” I add. I don’t want to think about Mason’s D.

      Don’t get me wrong. I can see why it’s so easy for Mason to land as many women as he does with his looks. He’s got that whole all-American thing going on with blond hair and blue eyes. He’s also good at his job, except for the flirting crap. Still, he rubs me the wrong way. Those baby-blue eyes of his linger too long on my body and it makes me uneasy. He’s clever, though; he makes sure to do it when no one else is around.

      “You going to make it home before Annie needs to leave? I can always go over when I get off my shift,” Kyle offers, making sure I have someone to take care of my little sister if I can’t get home fast enough.

      He knows my sister Hazel can’t be home alone. She gets off school at three, and the state helps with after school care three days a week because she is special needs. The other two, Annie comes to the grocery store and helps bag groceries. She loves it. She spends all the money she makes on feeding her animals.

      “I should be fine. Annie doesn't leave until six thirty. I think I should be back home by then. The meeting is at three. How long could it last?”

      “No clue. Sounds boring as shit to me. I’d fall asleep.” This I believe. Kyle can power nap anywhere. I’ve had to nudge him awake a few times at work. I once found him asleep on his lunch break in the back room on a pile of paper towels. It actually looked more comfortable than my bed. But in all fairness, my bed is a sofa pullout. “Let me know if you get held up. You know I love me some Hazel Basil time.”

      “You can come by for dinner if you want. I promised Hazel we’d have pizza tonight.”

      “Sounds like a plan. I’ll grab the pizza though. One less thing you need to worry about.” I reach for my purse to fish out some money. Pizza is the one thing I let us splurge on each week. It’s Hazel’s favorite. “Don’t even think about it.” Kyle stands and grabs his lunch. “I’ll get the pizza. You get it next time.”

      “Thanks.” I know he’s offering to pick it up because he knows how tight money is for Hazel and me. I also know there’s no fighting with Kyle when he gets his mind set on something. I learned that within the first week we worked together.

      I’m more of an introvert who wants to work and keep my head down. I have too many other things to focus and worry about and don't have time for friends. Hazel owns all my time and I’m good with that. I love my sister and we are a team.

      When I met Kyle he informed me we were going to be best friends. I brushed off his comment at first, but within a week he was right. The man is relentless in the sweetest way. I don't know what I would have done without him over the last few months.

      “See you tonight,” he tells me as he starts to push out of the break room. “Oh, and I hear Mr. CEO is a hottie!” he yells as he departs.

      Of course he heard that. When I think of the CEO of Community Mart I think of a graying older man in his sixties with a big belly. I do think he’s probably really kind if you go by how he runs the company. The stores are always putting on food drives and offering different things for employees. Like the program they offer so that Hazel can work here even with her special needs. It’s why I had a spark of hope that Mr. Reed would be able to help me. He seems like he cares, and I’m banking on that today.

      Picking my purse up from off the bench, I head for Mason’s office. The door is open, so I knock on the frame. He looks up at me from over his computer and smiles.

      “Come on in, Bailey.”

      “Oh, I was just letting you know I’m heading out.” On Thursday I normally work until six, but I requested off early for the meeting.

      “You’re really going to that?” Mason asks, and I nod. I’m not going because I care about the shares meeting. I’m going so I can get a minute of Mr. Reed’s time. I’m told he’s always at the meetings. Though with my luck lately he won’t be this time. But I still have to try. I really don’t want to go the route of showing up at his office. That seems creepy, and I really want to make a good impression.

      He lets out a long sigh. “Fine.” He shakes his head as if he’s disappointed in me for taking the time off. Which I’ve never done before. In fact, I pick up every shift that I can and come in when they need me if called. Asking to leave a few hours early should not be a problem. “But we need to talk when you get back,” he adds, making my stomach clench with panic.

      “Is something wrong?” I take a step into his office, wringing my hands together. I cannot lose this job. Not only do I need the money, but the insurance is about to be everything for Hazel and me. I need that more than anything.

      “I think maybe your role around here should change. Maybe a promotion.” He stands up from his desk and walks towards me. I have to fight myself from taking a step back. He reaches out, tucking a piece of my blonde hair behind my ear. “I do need an assistant manager now that Kim is leaving to go work at the corporate office.” His finger trails down my neck and it sends uncomfortable chills down my spine.

      Here I thought Kim leaving was going to be a good thing. She was mean and I’m happy she’s gone. Kyle, Hazel and I might have all done a happy dance when we heard the good news. Kim didn’t like us, and it didn't help that Hazel is not one to hold her tongue. She made a few comments about Kim right to her face, and it took everything in me not to burst into laughter. Though it was clear to Kim at the time I was dying to. That really didn’t help her from disliking our little group.

      I’m pretty sure she’s leaving because of Mason. Another girl bites the dust after having a quick affair with him. They all fall in love then can’t stand to watch him move on so easily. Kim had taken it harder than some of the others. She’d gone from mild bitch to mega bitch.

      “I should really go. Don’t want to be late.” I swallow the lump in my throat, wanting to get out of here before something happens. He's offering me a promotion. It’s better pay, but I can see clearly what he wants in return. My skin feels tight and the office feels smaller.

      “We’ll talk about it later,” he finally says after a few beats.

      I think he was enjoying my unease. I nod before I practically run from his office. When I finally make it to my car, I let out a deep breath I didn't realize I’d been holding. My mind races, but I push all the Mason Sims bullshit to the side. I have something more important to focus on right now. I’ll worry about that mess tomorrow.

      I put the key in the ignition and pray it starts. When it does my chest feels lighter. It always does when the car actually starts. I don’t have time to get a jump start. I really need to find the time to get a battery. Oh, and the money for it.

      When I pull out onto the highway, I go over in my head what I’m going to say to Mr. Reed. I’ve practiced over and over again. I’m not above begging at this point. I’ll do whatever it takes to make sure my sister is never taken from me. We’re a team and I won’t have that broken.
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