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        For those who have suffered through one of the most difficult years of their lives and those who are still in it—stories are our refuge.

        Just keep reading.
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      Lillian

      I had no intention of coming to the North Industries Christmas party. I was happy to stay home and curl up with Netflix and a frozen pizza. It was Aaron, my brother, who forced me to come. He threw a dress at me and called an Uber before ushering me out the door. Not because he cares about me missing out on the event or because he thinks I’d regret not going. Nope. He wanted the apartment to himself for a few hours so he could woo a woman to his tiny twin bed in the corner of our studio apartment. I suppose the company business party is as good a place as any to hide out for a few hours until it’s safe to go home.

      I pluck the fresh strawberry from the rim of my daiquiri and study its bright color and shape. Blemish free. The picture of perfection. Not unlike the hosting North family. The blinding beauty of their outward appearance makes it easy to miss the evil lurking within.

      “Lillian, hey!” Melinda from the legal department yells as she drags over a co-worker whose name I can’t actually remember. They recently started dating, and although she’s told me about him a million times, I only know him as the guy who eats tuna for lunch.

      I’m horrible with names. Someone once told me that in order to remember a person’s name, it’s best to connect a new name and face to a visual image. Melinda had her thick curly hair tied up and secured with a pencil the first time I met her. Reminded me of a cavewoman with a bone tied in her hair. I imagined her grunting, “Me, Linda.” I can’t say the strategy totally worked. I called her Linda for the first couple of months.

      I’ve been diagnosed with everything from attention deficit hyperactivity disorder to disruptive behavior disorder, obsessive-compulsive tendencies, and lack of impulse control. I had a teacher who thought I was schizophrenic. No one has ever fully understood me.

      My parents threw every medication at me that they could afford—uppers and downers and all the in-between-ers. I’ve been accused of being lazy, mentally disabled, and, most commonly, stupid. My whole life, I’ve felt like a salmon in spawning season, swimming upstream just trying to keep up.

      Melinda comes up beside me, her dark eyes sparkling just as brightly as her smile. “I thought you weren’t going to come?” She’s the closest thing I have to a friend at North Industries, and I’ve never actually seen her outside of the Manhattan high rise.

      I twirl the perfect strawberry. “Plans fell through.” I’ve learned that most people would prefer an expected lie over the unexpected truth.

      I drop the strawberry into my empty glass. Only the Norths could find a perfectly ripe strawberry in the middle of fucking winter. And for a goddamn garnish, no less.

      “You need another drink.” Melinda waves to the bartender. “Another daiquiri, please.” She leans an elbow on the bar, getting into my space more than I like. “Did you see Amy from accounting is here with the UPS guy?”

      I turn back to see the woman she’s referring to. She’s new. Started at North only a few weeks ago, maybe more. I’m horrible with time. Amy wears A-line skirts.

      “Lillian?” Melinda frowns. “You’re such a space cadet. Were you even listening to me?”

      “I…” No, I wasn’t. “Sorry.”

      “Oh, God.” Tuna-eater leans over Melinda. “Don’t look now,” he says in a way that reminds me of the little blond girl from Poltergeist. But he’s not staring at a fuzzy television screen. I don’t have to turn around to know he’s referring to a different kind of evil.

      “He looks like he’s out for blood,” Melinda says, hiding behind a fresh glass of champagne.

      I keep my back to the room and shrink around my fresh daiquiri. “When is he not?”

      “We all need to stay out of his way tonight. Especially you.” Melinda motions to me with her glass and a raised brow.

      “Why does he hate you so much?” Tuna guy says. “There has to be a story there.”

      If his insults are any indication, he hates me because I’m slow. Inattentive. Disorganized. Forgetful. Tell me something I don’t know, asshole.

      “No story.” I slurp back enough frozen booze to make my head pound.

      “Didn’t you call him a bad name? To his face?” Melinda smiles, like the idea of me belittling our boss brings her legitimate joy.

      “Oh, I heard about that,” Tuna man chuckles. “I thought it was just a rumor.”

      I shift in my seat and tug at the hem of my dress, which always seems too short when I’m sitting. “He was a prick to me way before that.”

      “So it did happen! Oh, my God.” He laughs with admiration in his eyes.

      It was after my interview with Hayes. I remembered his name by associating Hayes and Hades, King of the Underworld. I don’t think it’s a coincidence that their reputations are nearly identical. I may have slipped and called him Hades a time or two. He now insists I refer to him as Mr. North or Sir.

      “If only he were ugly,” Melinda smirks. “It would make hating him a lot easier.”

      “Hey, I’m standing right here.” Tuna playfully nips at her neck.

      She giggles and shoves him away. “I wouldn’t touch him, but you have to admit he’s not hard on the eyes.”

      He puffs out his chest and sniffs with a shrug. “Eh, he’s all right, ya know, if you’re into that whole chiseled jawline and masculine physique thing.”

      They’re right. Whenever I’m around Hayes, I end up tongue-tied because looking at him feels like looking into the sun—warm, sweaty, and painful. Turns out, his personality is equally fiery.

      “Incoming,” Melinda says with a curled lip. “Creeper alert.”

      “What’s up, my legal crew?” Sexual-assault-Simon, a paralegal from our department, strolls toward us smiling. “I’ll take a whiskey rocks,” he says to the bartender. “I got stuck talking to some people in engineering. Talk about a bunch of nerds.”

      “Says the guy who collects National Geographic magazines,” I mutter into my drink.

      He slides his hand over my shoulder, making me cringe. “The invitation is still open to come check out my collection,” he says so near to my ear that I can feel the heat of his breath. “They’re going to be worth a lot of money someday.” He pushes his chest against my back as he reaches forward to grab his drink. I press my chest against the bar in an attempt to get away.

      Simon hooks a lock of my hair between his fingers. “I like your hair down. Why don’t you ever wear it like this at the office?”

      Too close. Too much.

      I push my barstool back hard enough to send it into Simon. “I’m going to go check the seating chart.” I stand too quickly, and the effect after three very strong daiquiris makes me sway into Melinda.

      Simon grips my upper arm. “Easy there. The night’s just getting started.”

      I shake off Simon’s grabby hands.

      “I’ll come with you,” he says, looking like he’s ready to follow me.

      “No, I uh… I’m going to the bathroom.” I grab my drink.

      “I’d be happy to walk you—”

      “No thanks. I’m not a child.” God, he’s gross.

      “I’m just trying to be polite. You don’t have to be such a—”

      His words are cut off by the raucous conversation from a huddle of executives who have loosened up thanks to the open bar.

      I turn my back on him before he can get in another word and hope he doesn’t follow.

      The space is dense with bodies dressed in red carpet attire. I weave my way through the crowd and mutter my apologies. I keep my head down and try to make myself small as I push my way toward the—

      I slam into a solid wall. Ice cold daiquiri soaks my hand and forearm. The scent of rum and expensive cologne makes my stomach churn.

      I know that scent.

      It haunts my nightmares.

      My greatest fear is confirmed when I stare into the seething hazel eyes of my boss—Hades himself. King of the Underworld.

      “Oh my God.” The shaky prayer leaves my lips before I know I’ve said them. “Mr. North, I am so sorry. I didn’t see you—”

      “Gillingham.” He growls my last name with a demonic hiss. His jaw pulses as if he’s chewing up his words to spit them out. His glare is deadly and seers my skin to a flaming red—he is the antichrist. “You really are a waste of oxygen.”

      My breath catches in my chest. If only I could think on my feet, tell him what I really think, match his aggression with hostility of my own. I hate you. You’re vile and ugly and abusive. You’re nothing but a big, fat bully! Instead of giving my thoughts a voice, I gape like a fish while tears fill my eyes. I never think of the right words when I need them.

      “Whoa.” Kingston North steps between us as if to hold his brother back from attack, and I want to throw my arms around the man and hug him. His compassionate eyes find mine. “It’s cool. Shit happens. Don’t worry about it, okay?”

      A woman with dark hair and eyes the color of storm clouds steps in front of me. She takes me under her arm, and I welcome the protective guidance. “How about we get you cleaned up and a new drink.”

      I allow her to lead me away from the scene I made and walk swiftly to the women’s bathroom. Once inside, I catch my reflection in the mirror and recoil at the mascara lines streaking down my cheeks. Why did I have to cry? Did he see the tears? God, I hope not.

      “I’m so sorry.” She wets a white hand towel and hands it to me.

      “Yeah, me too.” Out of all the people in the room I could’ve run into, I run into him? God, what are the chances? I suck in a shuttered breath, lean over the sink, and do my best to clean my smudged makeup.

      “He’s such a dick. I’m Jordan, by the way.”

      “Lillian.” I swipe at the red sticky daiquiri on my arm and dress and try to calm my erratic breathing. I’m more upset with myself for crying than I am at him for, well, being himself. I toss the towel into the dirty bin.

      “Don’t be afraid to stick up for yourself.”

      I choke on defeated laughter. Like I can talk back to my boss? Even if he is a cruel asshole, he’s still responsible for my paychecks, and without those… well… then I prove I’m the failure my family thinks I am. I finally have a good job in the greatest city in the country. I can’t afford to screw this up.

      My greatest fear is that one day I’ll get fed up with being Hayes North’s punching bag. That his brutality will push me to the breaking point, and I’ll do something I can’t take back. Something no apology will cover. Like hiding the word cocksucker in the documents he makes me type up or carving a pentagram on his office door—wait, no. He’d probably like that. Stabbing him isn’t that far of a stretch. Not that I could ever actually stab someone. Even if that someone absolutely deserves it a million times over. Am I wrong to fantasize about doing it? Everyone has dreams, right?

      Homicide aside, men like Hayes only have so much patience.

      And women like me have even less.

      

  




Hudson

      God, all this pageantry gets so fucking monotonous. The fake smiles and ass-kissing, the small talk and ego-fluffing. The world of corporate success creates connections about as deep as a dollar bill. The fake snow and Christmas trees, the imported food and top-shelf liquor, all of it lavish relics for the worship of the almighty buck. Worship… more like whoreship. Because deep down, everything is for sale if the price is right—relationships, health, mental stability, even souls. All of it is up for grabs. They’d give it all away for an extra zero on their paycheck.

      And I’ve become one of them.

      I toss back the last finger of whiskey in my glass and welcome the burn as it pours down my throat. The reminder that I’m still a feeling, breathing human. Which is more than I can say for a couple of members of my family.

      Hayes leans into my dad as they discuss business. At a fucking party. Welcome to Manhattan.

      “Can I get you another Laphroaig, Mr. North?”

      I hand my empty glass to the waiter. “No. Thank you.”

      It’s only nine-thirty. I told myself I’d stay until eleven, but I can’t stomach another minute of fake yuletide cheer. “Alex,” I say to my brother, who’s had his eyes on his woman for the better half of the night. He lifts his chin. “I’m taking off.”

      He gives me another chin lift, and he’s back to watching his wife as she talks enthusiastically with our other brother Kingston’s girlfriend, Gabriella.

      I make my leave through the crowd of North Industries employees, share eye contact and a smile, grab a few shoulders, and pass on a few rehearsed well wishes for the holiday and new year, even while I internally groan at the numbing boredom and predictability of it all.

      When was the last time someone surprised me?

      A blast of freezing air whips around me when I step out through the doors and head down the steps to my waiting car.

      Carina, my driver, holds out an overcoat for me to slip on. “What the hell happened?” she says, eyeing the bright red stain on my dress shirt that even my suit coat doesn’t hide.

      “Hayes had an accident, and I switched shirts with him.” I wave off the warmer coat. “I don’t need it, but thanks.” The cool winter air bites at my skin, bringing in the first feelings of life since I got here.

      She drapes the coat over her forearm. “How was it?” She pops open the back door of the black Audi, and warmth pours from the black leather seats.

      “Perfectly stale.” I move to slide into the car when I spot a figure sitting alone on the steps. A woman curled up into herself. Her arms are wrapped around her shins, and she’s draped in a camel hair trench coat, with a fluffy knit cap pulled low over her head. Her feet are nearly bare in black strappy shoes. Her high heels pound a fast, rhythmic beat to stay warm.

      I step toward her.

      “What are you—”

      I hold up a hand to Carina. “I’ll just be a minute.”

      The woman on the steps is resting her head on her knees, which must be why she startles at the sound of my footsteps. Her head pops up, and she straightens, standing to her full height.

      I hold out my hands as if to say I’m not a threat—only because of the way she’s looking at me. As if she expects me to launch an attack on her. I take a step closer, and her eyes widen.

      She takes a small step back. Her wild gaze drops to the stain on my shirt and bounces back to my eyes.

      “Need a ride?”

      Her eyes narrow, but through her skeptical gaze, tears build behind her lashes. “I have a ride.” She looks down the street in both directions as if expecting whoever is supposed to pick her up to show on command.

      With her attention off me, all that blond hair tossed in the wind, I catch sight of her delicate jaw, bow-shaped lips, and eyes that appear too big for her face. Small, vulnerable, helpless… Fuck. That obnoxious tugging in my chest flares, and I take a step closer. When she turns back and sees me close, she scrambles away and stumbles. She lands hard on her ass, the air in her lungs knocked out on a whoosh.

      “Shit.” I reach for her hand, but she bats me away.

      I snag her coat sleeve and am surprised at how easily I’m able to hoist her to her feet. God, she weighs nothing. No, no, no, no… Don’t do it, Hudson. She is not your charity case.

      “Don’t touch me!”

      I hold my hands up again. “I’m only trying to help.”

      Her lips thin as if she’s fighting some internal battle. Her gloved hands fist at her sides. “I…”

      I wait for her to work out whatever she’s trying to say or not say.

      She closes her eyes. “I don’t want your help.” The words come out in a rush as if she shoved them from her lips. She turns quickly, almost as if to run away, and mumbles something I can’t quite make out.

      I step after her. “Hold on.”

      “You—” She whirls around with her arm leading the way. A thick bracelet on her wrist makes direct contact with my lower lip. But her body isn’t done spinning, and the force sends her swaying forward. I catch her in my arms and prepare to set her straight when her knee connects in a brutal blow to my balls.

      My jaw locks down against the initial ache in my nuts. There is no way to prepare for the surge of crippling agony that rolls upward into my stomach. I fist my hands at my hips and try to take a full breath as the oxygen is sucked completely from my lungs. The first spasm of nausea slams into my gut, followed by another. And another. I hunch over and groan. “Fuck.”

      “Oh my God, are you okay?” Carina rushes to my side and looks between my crumpled body and the woman walking away at a fast clip. “Who is she?”

      I get a fraction of air back, enough to grunt, “She works for Hayes.” I feel a tug at the corner of my mouth and straighten to my full height. “I kind of like her.”

      The ball-crusher’s retreating form grows more distant.

      “Get her home. Okay?”

      Carina looks at me like I just laid an egg. “You’re bleeding.”

      I tap my lower lip, and sure enough, a red stain transfers to my fingertips.

      She must see the resolve in my expression because she shakes her head and frowns. “Fine. I’ll come back for you.”

      “Don’t worry about it,” I say, walking with stiff legs so as not to cause my balls any unnecessary disruption. “I’ll get a ride.”

      She sighs and scurries to the car to head after my attacker.

      And here I thought this night was going to be uneventful.

      Wrong.

      

  




Lillian

      I stand at the doorway to my apartment building and wait for the black executive car that brought me home to drive away. The woman who introduced herself as Mr. North’s driver insisted on giving me a ride, and since my tears were turning into ice on my cheeks and my Uber had been stuck at the same corner for the last twenty minutes, I took her up on the offer.

      I watch the taillights disappear down the street and key my way into the building. My feet feel like they’re full of lead as I get myself to the elevator. The sleeve of my coat doubles as a tissue as I wipe at my eyes and nose.

      I physically assaulted my boss. He’s been looking for a reason to fire me since the day he hired me. I’ve finally given him one.

      The elevator door pings, and I walk out into the hallway but stop cold when I see the white sports sock tied to the doorknob. You’ve got to be kidding me.

      I bang my fist on the door. “Aaron, I’ll give you ten minutes to get presentable. Then I’m coming in!”

      No response.

      I lean my back against the door and slide down to sit.

      Eventually, I’ll have enough money to afford my own place. When I save enough for first and last month’s rent and a security deposit. First, I have to pay off my credit card and student loans. And maybe not buy every single thing advertised on television. Commercials are deceptively persuasive. Especially the ones that play sad music and ask for money to help frozen dogs and sick children.

      The door behind me disappears, and I fall backward so hard I slam my head on the tile. I groan and look up to see Aaron and some brunette looking down at me.

      “Whoa, are you alright?” the woman asks and reaches to help me up.

      “I’m fine,” I groan while avoiding her hand, pushing myself up to stand.

      “She’s fine. Lillian’s clumsy, she’s used to hurting herself.” Aaron winks at me, then hooks the woman around the shoulders. “Come on. I’ll walk you down.”

      I step aside so they can pass and then slip into our studio. In the dim light, I see my brother’s tidy twin bed, not a rumpled sheet or dented pillow. My glare slides to the sofa bed—my bed—and the blankets are a tangled mess. “Oh, come on.” I drop my purse and kick off my shoes, then go about stripping the thin mattress. I curse my brother and his charm, his stupid libido, and his complete disrespect for boundaries. I’m spraying Lysol on the mattress when he walks back in.

      He slams the door. “Thanks for the cockblock, Lil.”

      “You had sex with her in my bed!” I spray a second coat.

      The thump of his shoes hitting the floor is followed by the creak of bedsprings and a sigh. “How was the party?”

      I close my eyes against the memory his question evokes—my boss, busted lip and crunched nuts, the burning fury in his eyes. That whole situation was an out-of-body experience. When he stepped up to me and I saw the stain I was responsible for on his shirt, all I heard were his insults. His cruelty. Respond, don’t react. If only I had more control over the difference between those two concepts. I reacted. Big time. “Awful. Probably the worst night of my life. Thanks for asking.”

      “Worse than the time you lost your keys, called a locksmith, had the locks changed, then found your keys in your pocket?”

      I lay fresh towels on the mattress. “You didn’t use my pillow, did you?”

      “Or the time you left your car running overnight and had to walk to school the next day because you were out of gas?”

      “Did you dirty all the blankets?” I search the surrounding area and see only the ones I tossed on the floor.

      “Jesus, you act like we have the plague.”

      I glare at him across the small space. “Excuse me for not wanting to sleep in your sex juices. Next time do it in your own bed.”

      “Sex juices.” He laughs. “That’s funny.”

      “Can’t wait until I can get my own place,” I mumble while grabbing a pair of sweatpants and a sweatshirt out of my clean laundry basket that I have yet to put away. “Or at least get a place with an actual bedroom.”

      He hums in sleepy agreement.

      I lock myself in the tiny bathroom and strip off my coat, dress, and makeup. It takes extra makeup remover to remove my raccoon eyes, and when I toss the wipes, I see a discarded condom wrapper in the trash. I spray Lysol in the trash for good measure.

      After I check the front door to make sure it’s locked and check the oven to make sure it’s off, I crawl onto the towel-laden bed.

      “Aaron?”

      “Go to sleep.”

      “Do you think it’s a mistake that we’re not going home for Christmas?”

      “Lily…” he groans in a here we go again kind of way. “No.”

      “But—”

      “Shut it down, Lil.”

      “This could be Dad’s last holiday.”

      “He’s been saying that for the last five years.”

      “But maybe this year—”

      “Lillian!”

      I roll my lips together.

      “Dad has COPD, not lung cancer. Now go to sleep.”

      No more talking. In the silence, my mind takes me back to tonight and the disastrous ending. I need to figure out a way to see Hayes and grovel with an apology before he can fire me. Oh, who am I kidding? I’d fire me! Is there an excuse for what I did? No. But I can’t lean on his good character and mercy because God knows he doesn’t have either.

      I dug my own grave. Fucking awesome.
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      Lillian

      “I’m leaving.”

      I pause mid-sip of coffee and watch Aaron as he stuffs his wallet in his pocket with one hand and shoves a store-bought blueberry muffin in his mouth with the other. “What do you mean you’re leaving? It’s Christmas.” Where would a person go alone on Christmas morning?

      He shrugs on his winter coat, runs a hand through his too-long blond hair, then pulls a beanie down his forehead. “I don’t want to be here when you talk to Mom and Dad.”

      My pulse picks up its already caffeinated pace. “You can’t leave me to deal with them on my own.”

      He presses a cold, minty kiss to my forehead. “Sure I can.”

      “Aaron!” I call to his back just before the door closes in my face. I drop my head back and stare at the popcorn ceiling. They’re going to want to talk to him. They’ll ask where he is. He’s the one they get excited about, the one they brag about to their friends. He’s the one they talk about grandchildren with and say things like, “When you settle down with a nice girl.” With me, they say things like, “Don’t set the bar too high, or you’ll be alone forever,” and “Not all women are meant to be mothers.” Aaron wins the trophies. I get the participation awards. Even if I told my parents the truth that Aaron left because he didn’t want to talk to them, they’d chalk it up to him being independent, standing on his own two feet, and being driven. The guy can do no wrong in their eyes.

      I sit at the tiny kitchen table and rearrange the tiny ornaments on our tabletop Christmas tree. I bought the tree from an expensive furniture store off Lexington Avenue. I spent way too much money on it, but can a price be put on Christmas cheer?

      My phone rings. I search for it, but it’s not where I left it. I follow the sound. The sound seems to move. I check the kitchen. The couch. Under the couch. The bathroom. The phone stops ringing. I close my eyes and wait because if it’s Mom and Dad, they’ll be calling right back—ah-ha! It rings again. I follow the sound to the kitchen. Check the fridge. The pantry. The silverware drawer. My phone screen is face-up next to a whisk, and it blares with an incoming Facetime.

      I hold the phone up and paste on a smile before I hit Accept.

      The screen on my phone becomes a savage close-up of my mom’s nostrils with her glasses perched at the end of her nose. “Lily, what happened? Why didn’t you answer when I called?”

      She’ll only worry if I tell her the truth. “I was in the bathroom, Mom. Sorry.”

      Disapproval pinches her mouth. “Honey… you don’t tell people you were in the bathroom.” She whispers the last word. “TMI.”

      Whatever. “I know. Sorry.” I clear my throat. “Merry Christmas.”

      “Your dad wants to say hello.”

      His cheek smashes against my screen. “Lillian, Merry Christmas!”

      “Oh, Dad, you can hold the phone away and look at it.”

      “But can you hear me?”

      “Ye—”

      “Hello?”

      “Dad, I’m right here.”

      “I lost you.”

      “No, you didn’t. You probably—”

      “I think I lost her.” My dad fidgets with the phone, and I resist the urge to slam my head into the table.

      “Dad? I’m still here.”

      “I can see her, but I can’t hear her.”

      “Give it to me. Maybe I can…” My mom’s face comes into view.

      I smile and nod because I know they can’t hear me.

      “I can’t hear you!”

      “No shit.”

      I let them fumble with the phone while I scribble a message on a sticky note and hold it up to the screen.

      My dad squints at the screen. “Mute. Button.”

      “Mute button?” My mom parrots.

      I grind my palm into my forehead. “This is bullshit.”

      “Lillian Gillingham,” my mom barks. “Do not use that kind of language.”

      My dad snickers behind tight lips.

      “Where is Aaron?” My mom sways left and right to search the background in hopes of seeing her beloved son. “Put Aaron on, honey.”

      I would if he weren’t a selfish coward!

      “I uh… I can’t. He’s…” Just tell them. Your favorite child is actually a self-centered human being. Say it! “He’s not here.”

      “Oh?” My dad leans in so close I can see the pores on his nose. “It’s Christmas.”

      “We haven’t heard from him in weeks,” my mom says. “He must be working a lot. He’s so driven.”

      “Yeah, he uh…” He’s a bike messenger and a wannabe DJ, and they act like he’s a molecular biologist out curing diseases. I swallow back what I really want to say and take in my parents’ expressions. Exhaustion lingers on their faces, making them look older than their 60 years. The phone angle changes, and I catch sight of a dozen orange prescription bottles. My heart cracks.

      “He’s volunteering at the homeless shelter.”

      My mom sucks in a shattered gasp followed by a sigh doused in pride while my dad grins and nods as if to say I raised that boy right.

      “That’s wonderful.” My mom grips my dad’s hand and squeezes. “Isn’t that wonderful?”

      Fucking fantastic, Mom. “Yeah.”

      My dad’s brows pinch together. “Why didn’t you go with him? I’m sure they could use all the help they can get.”

      And so the cycle continues. Aaron the favorite. Me, always lacking. “I am, actually. I uh… I didn’t want to miss talking to you guys, though.” I check my wrist even though I’m not wearing a watch.

      “How’s work going?” My mom tries to put more of her face into view.

      I frown. “Work is… work.”

      “I hope you realize how lucky you are to be working at North Industries.” My dad clears his throat, which throws him into a coughing fit.

      “I’ll grab your inhaler,” my mom says as she takes the phone with her out of the room.

      “Mom, I’ll let you guys go.” I turn the screen away at the sound of my dad’s wet cough in the distance. Now I see why Aaron insisted on avoiding this call. “I really need to go.”

      “Where’s your inhaler, honey?” she calls out to my dad.

      “Bye, Mom and Dad. Love you. Merry Christmas!” I hit the End and toss my phone to the couch on the far side of the room—as if I could get them even more physically distant than they already are in Florida.

      I slump into my chair. The only sound in the 550 square foot space is the dripping faucet and the baby crying in 320. I scan the area, from the bike that leans on the far wall to the poster of Nikki Minaj wearing pink leather on the bathroom door. Our things are divided—his in a dresser on one wall, mine in a series of laundry baskets on the other. I keep meaning to buy a dresser but always seem too busy to do it. This is not what I thought New York living would be like.

      I put a turkey dinner Lean Meal into the microwave and find a show to binge-watch. I last as long as it takes for me to eat the rubbery turkey and mushy dressing before I’m restless and need to move around. I try to tackle laundry, but after separating lights and darks, I get stuck on whether a white sweater with black polka dots is light or dark. I do a load of towels and send Aaron a text asking him to bring them up when he comes back. I try to write the speech I’ll be giving Hayes first thing in the morning, but my mind keeps wandering. I try to get my thoughts in order, but it’s like trying to herd mice into a single file line.

      Tomorrow I’ll be begging for my job back. And if he refuses me, which is likely, then I’m thoroughly screwed.
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      Hudson

      Only a company ruled by a heartless prick would demand full work attendance the week after Christmas. That heartless prick would be my father, August North. He lives by the motto that success never takes a day off. Assholes don’t take a day off, either.

      My department is a ghost town. In a conscious effort to avoid following in August’s footsteps, I’ve given those who work for me the week off to be with their families. Why didn’t I take advantage of my own generosity? Oh, maybe because I don’t have the kind of family I want to spend time with. And who am I kidding? They’re all here at work anyway.

      The phone on my desk rings. I glare at it, hoping the person on the other end will hang up. It’s barely seven o’clock in the morning, and the stupid thing won’t shut up.

      I groan and hit speakerphone. “This is Hudson.”

      “What the hell are you doing answering your own phone?”

      “Hayes.” I slump back in my chair. “Good morning to you too.”

      “Where’s Patrick?”

      “He’s on paternity leave until March. What do you need?”

      “What the fuck?! Paternity leave?”

      I rock forward in my chair and put my head in my hands as the first pulse of a headache hits. “All those years of law school, and you need me to explain paternity leave.”

      “Shouldn’t his wife be raising the kid?”

      A flicker of irritation warms my skin. I take a deep breath and force a smile even though he can’t see it. “You really are an archaic bastard. I assume you called for a reason?”

      “I have the contract drawn up for your trip. You want to swing by and grab it? Or I can have someone bring it—”

      Another line on my phone lights up. “No, I’ll come get it. I need a break from these phones.”

      “Get a temp.”

      “It’s the week after Christmas.”

      “Your point?”

      I hit a button that either sends the incoming call to voicemail or disconnects it completely. “I’ll be right over.”

      He hangs up without saying goodbye. Typical Hayes, selfish dick.

      The phone rings again, which prompts me to leave my office. Out of sight, out of mind, and all that shit. Hayes’ office is on the same floor but on the other side of the building, a quicker walk than I would’ve liked.

      “Good morning, Gina.” I greet one of our employees as I pass. “Did you have a good

      Christmas?”

      “Yes, Mr. North. We had our entire family in town.” Her whole face brightens. “They’re staying until the new year.”

      What is it about family gatherings that make some people light up? My family gatherings leave me feeling dark, desperate, and dead on the inside.

      “How about you?”

      “Great. Restful. Thanks for asking.” I manage a smile while I lie. “Family is everything.”

      Her smile beams at my response.

      Family is everything, but in my life, that phrase has always felt more like a prison than anything that would ever make me smile.

      I continue to Hayes’ office.

      His assistant jumps when she sees me approach. Her eyes are wide while her hands fidget nervously on the desk. I force the kindest smile I can muster, and she calms a little. My twin brother likes to keep his staff right on the edge of a full mental breakdown. “Ms. Newton, I hope you had a good Christmas.”

      “I did. Um… Mr. North is expecting you. You can go on in.” Not one for small talk—one of Hayes’ departmental requirements—she motions to his office door.

      I swing it open and find him at his desk, coat off, tie loose, sleeves rolled up. “Jesus, you look like you’ve been here all night.”

      “I have. End of the year loose ends.” His perma-scowl darts toward the open door. “Newton, are you roasting the beans yourself out there? Coffee! Now!”

      “Yes, sir!”

      I hear the quick flutter of her heels as she scampers off to the break room.

      “Incompetence,” he growls. “I’m surrounded by it.”

      Watching Hayes with his subordinates is like watching people kick puppies. “I’ll take that contract and get out of your way.”

      “What the hell happened to your lip?”

      I was hoping he wouldn’t notice. Although the swelling went down, the broken skin is hard to hide. “Boxing.”

      “Since when do you box?”

      “Why do you care? And why are you laughing?”

      He shakes his head and attempts to wrangle his lips into a frown. “Picturing you boxing is...” He coughs to cover his laughter. “And aren’t you too old to be picking up new hobbies?”

      “We’re the same age.”

      He shrugs. “I’m younger.”

      “By eight minutes.”

      “Still.” He pulls a folder in front of him and opens it. “Younger.”

      Okay, no one has time for this shit. “Where’s the contract?”

      He lifts his chin to the bookshelf on the far side of the room. “I expect you’ll be in and out of there quickly?”

      “Twenty-four hours should do it.” I pick up the folder and sort through the pages when there’s a soft knock on the office door.

      A small feminine throat clears. Hayes glares daggers at whoever is in the doorway. I immediately feel sorry for whatever idiot interrupted us as they’re about to get a signature Hayes ass chewing.

      “What is it, Gillingham? And for the love of God, do not linger in my doorway. What are you, a vampire waiting for an invite? You have legs. Use them.”

      I turn around just as a striking blonde steps timidly into the office. Gillingham. The woman who spilled her drink on Hayes at the party and subsequently nailed me in the balls and busted my lip.

      Well… shit. Sweet, vulnerable Gillingham saw me wearing Hayes’ shirt, and she gave me the swift unmanning that my brother deserved. I hold back a laugh.

      “Mr. North, I’m sorry for interrupting—”

      “Are you?” My brother’s eyes spark with evil excitement. “Because you seem to have a knack for getting in the way.”

      Her gaze settles somewhere on the floor. “I’m sorry. But I think we should—”

      “That’s your problem, Gillingham. Thinking.” Hayes slams his hands onto the desk, making the poor woman startle.

      Jesus, she looks like she’s about to jump out of her skin. A frightened deer cornered by a hungry predator. Helpless, scared, in need of rescue. She needs me—No! Look away. Shake it off. Get the fuck out of the room! My mind yells the command, but my body refuses to obey when she bites her lower lip as if she’s trying to hide its trembling. Don’t cry. Please, do not cry.

      “Did you come here to waste my time?” Hayes flicks his hand at her. “Speak up or get back to work.”

      She balls her fists at her side. “I can’t afford to lose this job.”

      “Lose? Did you hit your head?” Hayes barks.

      Her shoulders snap to attention. “No.”

      “Take any hallucinogenic drugs recently?” With every word, his teeth become more visible while his lips peel back.

      “Mr. North, I need this job.” Her voice shakes. “What happened at the party was a mistake. I was upset, and I assaulted you—”

      “Assault?” Hayes’ voice is so loud I’m sure anyone in nearby offices can hear him. “It was a drink.”

      Her expression falls, her mouth gapes, and the blood drains from her face. “But afterward, outside when—”

      I clear my throat.

      She whirls around, seeing me for the first time.

      My grin is an apology for lurking in the corner. I’m sure she didn’t mean to be handling personal business in front of a stranger. Her eyes slide back to Hayes but snag. On my mouth.

      A slow smile tugs my lips.

      Her eyes widen. “Oh, God…”

      “I’ve seen you around, but I don’t believe we’ve officially met.” I offer her my hand.

      She folds her arms together in front of her. “You’re…”

      “Hudson North.”

      “I know who you are.”

      Rather than leave my offered hand flapping in the breeze, I shove it into my pocket. “Are you sure about that?”

      “But…” Her wide eyes stay on me. “Your shirt,” she breathes.

      Hayes groans. “Am I in some parallel universe where the people I pay stop listening when I talk? I’ll take the dry cleaning out of your paycheck. Speaking of your paycheck, I don’t pay you to stumble around my office, stuttering like a toddler.”

      “No need.” I look at the woman who refuses to meet my eyes. “I took care of the cleaning. Since I was wearing the shirt.”

      “Oh, God,” she groans and shrinks an inch.

      “She can pay you back,” Hayes says with a flick of his wrist while he eyes his laptop screen. “She already makes more money than she’s worth.”

      “Jesus, Hayes.” My twin is a fucker of epic proportions. “Easy.”

      He opens his mouth as if he’s about to shower me with a colorful insult. But whatever he sees on my face makes him grin with all of his teeth.

      Uh oh. Not good.

      “Hey, I have an idea.” His tone is too light. Too calm. Fuck.

      “Gillingham, wait,” he says to the woman, who is now caught slowly trying to back out of the room. “I’m reassigning you to a different department.”

      “A different…” Her gaze darts between us and narrows in suspicion. “What department?”

      Hayes dips his chin my way. “My brother’s assistant is home playing Mr. Mom.”

      “God, you’re an asshole,” I mutter.

      “You’ll take his place.” He rocks back in his office chair, a satisfied smirk on his face.

      The woman’s spine stiffens. “Am I qualified to—”

      “That remains to be seen.” Hayes’ face loses its humor. “You’ll work with Hudson for as long as he needs you. Starting immediately.”

      “Mr. North. Sir, I—”

      He holds a hand up. “Direct your questions to Hudson.” He rocks forward and back to his computer. “You both can leave now.”

      She opens her mouth, slams it shut, then turns out of the room. I follow her, slightly amused but unwilling to consider why. Hayes is clearly trying to fuck with me by assigning Ms. Gillingham to me. He obviously doesn’t think much of her, but then, Hayes thinks very little of mostly everyone.

      I follow her down the hallway until we’re a good distance away. “Ms. Gillingham.”

      She slams to a stop, and her shoulders creep up closer to her ears. I stop a few feet behind her, unconsciously protecting my balls and my lip—the poor victims of what happens when she gets surprised.

      “Does this arrangement work for you?” I ask, speaking to her back.

      “Does it work for you?” She slowly turns around to face me, and when her blue eyes find mine, they hold. “I assaulted you.” There’s no apology in her voice, and fuck… I respect that.

      “It works for me, but if you’d rather stay with Hayes—”

      Her expression sours.

      “I won’t hold you to it.”

      Her brows pinch together. “Why are you being so nice to me after… after I…”

      “You jingle-belled me?”

      She slaps her hands over her face and groans. “Yes.” The one word is muffled behind her hands.

      “Honest mistake. Don’t beat yourself up.” I lean in to avoid being overheard by the executives walking by. “Wouldn’t be the first time a woman confused us.”

      Her head snaps up. “I should’ve known better, but… In my defense, you were wearing his shirt.”

      “You two don’t get along,” I say, stating the glaringly obvious.

      Her jaw hardens under too pale skin, which makes me wonder when she last had a vacation. “He’s… difficult.”

      Hayes has been called many things. Difficult is a compliment in comparison.

      “You could resign?” If she wants to quit, I won’t stop her. Hell, I wouldn’t even blame her.

      That stiff spine is back, her chin high. “I can’t.”

      How a woman can seem vulnerable and confident at the same time is a mystery. One I’d like to figure out.

      “Look, I’m willing to put the ball-bash behind us.” I like the way her cheeks flood with pink. “Are you comfortable working with me?”

      “Why?” Eyes narrow, mouth tight. “Why me?”

      “I could use the help.” It’s not a lie, although I do have a temp lined up. There’s something about this woman, Gillingham, that I’m drawn to. It’s not sexual or romantic as much as curiosity. And it’s been a long time since anyone or anything made me feel like I still had a heartbeat.

      She seems to think that over for a moment before she shrugs. “I guess I could help out and answer your phone.”

      I hold out my hand. She slips her palm against mine—small, warm, and soft. “Done deal.” I feel the corner of my mouth tick up, and the movement pulls at the still-healing cut on my lip.

      She pulls her hand away sooner than I’m ready to let go, but I let it go anyway.

      “When would you like me to start?”

      “Day after tomorrow. I have an important business trip.”

      She blinks rapidly. “Oh. Um… maybe you can show me around your assistant’s desk so I can familiarize myself and ask any questions before you leave.”

      I frown and shake my head. “Afraid not. I’ll need you on the trip with me.”

      “Wha—I—”

      “And go ahead and take the rest of the day off to pack or do whatever you need to do before we go.” My phone rings in my pocket. “We’ll be gone until Friday.” I see a reporter from the Times on my caller ID. “I should get this.” I accept the call and press the phone to my ear. “This is Hudson. Can you hold on for one minute?”

      She’s still standing there as if waiting to be released.

      I tuck the phone into my shoulder. “My driver will pick you up at seven o’clock sharp. I assume she knows where you live after taking you home after the Christmas party?”

      Her cheeks flush at the reminder. “Yes.”

      Pink is a pretty color on her. “Great.” I turn and leave her behind me.

      “Which airline?” She calls out to my retreating back. “Don’t I need to get a ticket?”

      “I’ll take care of all that. You just be packed and ready.”

      “Hello?” I say into the phone and head back to my office.

      “Mr. North!” she calls out to my back.

      When I turn around, I find her in the same place I left her, looking even more stunned. “Where are we going?”

      “Somewhere warmer than New York.” I press the phone back to my ear. “Yes, I’m here.”

      My dreaded business trip just got a whole hell of a lot more interesting.
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      Lillian

      The Carrie Bradshaw life that had been sold to me on television couldn’t be farther from my New York reality. Instead of a classic brownstone, I’m stuck in a tiny studio with my brother, who is living the life of a male Samantha. My dreams of a corporate job in Manhattan where my hidden gifts would be revealed and I’d break glass ceilings? Fail.

      And just when I think I couldn’t possibly become any more discouraged than I already am, I stare into the bloodshot eyes of my brother and utter a sentence no one should have to say. “I need you to send home the naked woman sleeping in our bathtub.”

      “Huh?” he says through a yawn and then grins wide. “Oh yeah, her. Don’t look at me like that. You got so pissed the last time, so I told her we can’t fuc—”

      “I don’t need details.”

      “—the same room you’re in. You made the rule, so it’s kind of your fault she’s—”

      “Send her home.” I check the time on my phone. Shit. “I’m late.”

      I tried to pack last night but had to finish my laundry first. Without knowing where we’re going, I couldn’t figure out what to bring. I’m shoving work blouses and sweatpants into a suitcase when Aaron spots my bags.

      “Going somewhere?”

      “Business trip.” Wait, what am I going to wear on the plane? I dig a black sweater out of the clean basket and grab my black work slacks. Wait, will this make me look like I’m going to a funeral? I toss the sweater into my bag and grab a pink silk blouse I bought months ago and won’t be paid off for another six months.

      He scratches his chest. “Since when do you go on business trips?”

      “Since today.” I’ll wear heels because they make me look taller. And I’ll need a coat.

      He nods to the bathroom. “If I’m not out in ten minutes—”

      “Aaron!”

      He chuckles and shoves my shoulder as he passes by. “I’m kidding. I’m kidding… kinda.”

      I stare into my open suitcase and see only chaos. I’m forgetting something. I know it. Clothes, pajamas, shoes, what else is there? I pull everything out and start over.

      “Bathroom’s free,” Aaron says and gently escorts his date to the door. Not the same date from the other night.

      “He’s going to get an STD if he’s not careful,” I mumble to myself and race to the shower.

      I shower as quickly as I can but still lose track of time. My hair is wet, I still have to put on makeup, and I’ve changed my mind about what I’m wearing at least twenty times.

      “How long are you going to be gone?” Aaron asks through a mouthful of Lucky Charms, with milk dripping off his chin.

      “Until New Year’s Day.”

      “Where are you going?”

      “I don’t know.” I swipe on some mascara and blush without a mirror. Lip gloss. Shit… “Where’s my purse?”

      Aaron points to it on the table next to him.

      “Thanks.”

      “You don’t know where you’re going?”

      “It’s a long story.” I zip up my suitcase, grab my carry-on, and— “Where’s my neck pillow?”

      “Closet.” He shovels another bite of cereal into his mouth. “Sounds shady. Are you going with your prick boss?”

      I look over all my things, now packed and in front of me. “Should I bring jeans?”

      “On a business trip?”

      “You’re right.” I throw my jeans back into the laundry basket. “What am I forgetting?”

      “You have your ID? Cash? Cards?”

      I dig through my purse to double-check.

      There’s a knock at our door, and my eyes dart to the clock on the wall. “It’s already seven?” I wrangle my wet hair into a ponytail, then secure it into a bun.

      Winded, I open the door to Hudson’s driver, who wears a patient grin.

      She’s a petite woman with a sleek brunette bob. She’s wearing a black suit. A similar black suit to the one she wore the night of the Christmas party. She looks more like a sexy assassin than a corporate driver. I wonder if she and Hudson have ever—

      “Ms. Gillingham, I’m Carina. Mr. North’s driver.”

      My frazzled and rushed mind takes a second to put her name in my memory bank. Carina drives the car. Car-in-a.

      She leans around me to look at Aaron, who is ogling her like she could be his next meal. She smiles politely at him and then returns her eyes to mine. “Are you ready to go?”

      “How’d you know which apartment is mine?”

      Her smile is a little mysterious. “Your last name is on the directory downstairs.”

      “How’d you get in the building?”

      “I have my ways.” She laughs at my surprised expression. “Mr. Ramirez was his name. Sweet man.”

      Mr. Ramirez? She must be talking about Cranky Socks. He’s crowned himself unofficial official building security. And he’s always wearing tube socks.

      “He let you in?” I try to maneuver my body, suitcase, and carry-on tote with attached neck pillow through the doorway and get stuck. I grumble and kick my suitcase forward to dislodge the jam.

      “Please, let me help.” Carina takes the suitcase handle, and once I’m free of the doorway, she waits for me to lock up. “I can be pretty persuasive.”

      “Don’t forget to text me when you get there!” my brother yells from inside.

      “I won’t!” I yell back, then immediately regret it by the way Carina looks at me. “Sorry.”

      She turns and drags my rolling bag at a clipped pace toward the elevator. “Mr. North will be meeting you at the airport. He had an early meeting.”

      Must be some important meeting to be held before the damn sun comes up. I wonder if the kind of meeting she’s referring to is the kind that rolls over from the night before and ends in a bed with—if all goes well—breakfast.

      “Watch your step,” Carina says as we step out of the building and onto the frozen sidewalk. “It’s slippery.”

      She pops open the back door of the black car that I now realize is an Audi. I hadn’t been in a state of mind to notice much of my surroundings the night she insisted on taking me home from the Christmas party. She hauls my suitcase into the trunk without losing her footing, and I wonder if she has some special tread on those black loafers. I follow behind her to the car, my heels doing little to keep me upright as I skid ungraciously to the car. My tote slips off my shoulder, and Carina catches my arm.

      “You good?” With surprising strength for her size, she guides me to the open door.

      I shimmy carefully to the car and, once close enough, dive inside with a sigh of relief. The air is warm, and the seats are heated against my back.

      “How long have you lived in Astoria?” Carina eyes me from the rearview as she pulls away from my building.

      High heels on the ice must give away that I’m a transplant. “About nine months. This is my first New York winter.”

      “Is that right?” Her words are laced with friendly humor.

      “We don’t get a lot of snow in Florida.”

      “I’ve lived here all my life,” she says with a slight Brooklyn accent. “I hardly feel the cold anymore.”

      We chat the rest of the way to the airport. I find Carina to be easy to talk to. The first night we met, after the Christmas party, when she insisted on giving me a ride home, we didn’t speak much. Mostly because I was mortified at what I had done. She must’ve read my unspoken need for silence.

      The traffic at JFK is backed up, and I’m grateful for the warm backseat as swarms of cabs navigate the icy roads. Carina guides the car to a private driveway, where a uniformed guard waves her forward into a covered garage. A man in a dark blue suit waits at the curb in front of two glass doors. He opens my door seconds after we stop.

      “Mr. North is waiting for you in the lounge,” the man says by way of greeting as if he’s aware of who I am without introduction.

      Carina hands my bag off to the man. I saddle myself with my purse and carry-on, thank her for the ride, and follow the man inside.

      The place smells like floor polish and leather, and soft jazz plays from hidden speakers, an elegant touch that feels more like a luxury department store than an airport. My heels click loudly against the polished floor that leads to a set of glass doors that open automatically.

      “I’ll take care of your bags.” The man eyes my tote.

      “Oh, this is my carry-on.” I clutch the faded canvas to my side.

      His deep nod could be mistaken for a bow. “Very well.”

      No wonder the grossly wealthy have egos the size of Manhattan when they’re bowed to like royalty.

      I study the long and narrow room with tinted windows that overlook a runway. The seating consists of overstuffed booths and chaise lounges with low coffee tables. The air swirls with a mix of espresso and freshly baked pastries. Waitstaff are dressed in tuxedoes. My palms sweat at the elegance.

      I spot him before he sees me. There, tucked in a corner booth, coat off, sleeves rolled up to his elbows, is Hudson North. His eyes are focused on some unseen point out the window while one hand slowly swirls an icy beverage.

      “Mr. North,” my escort says. “Your companion has arrived.”

      “Assistant,” I blurt. “I’m his assistant. Not his companion.”

      Hudson lifts hazel eyes, and for the briefest of moments, I catch a sorrowful intensity that makes me wonder what kind of thoughts I walked in on. The darkness clears in an instant, and a soft smile pulls his lips. “Thank you.” He nods for me to take a seat and watches until the man is out of earshot.

      His hair is damp at the ends, and he smells like a smokey men’s body wash. The veins in his forearms are prominent under tan skin, something I’d expect from someone who just walked out of a gym, not a meeting.

      He swings his gaze to me. “Associate.”

      “Excuse me?” Did I miss a whole conversation while stalker-staring?

      “You called yourself my assistant.” He holds up his glass, swirls it with a roll of his wrist, and then downs the rest. “I consider you to be an associate.”

      My spine stiffens at the correction. Will he be just like his evil twin? Jump on me for every tiny mistake? Every unknowing misstep?

      As if he can read my thoughts, he grins apologetically. “What would you like me to call you?”

      “Your brother calls me Gillingham.”

      “It’s hard enough that I look just like him. I think it would make our working arrangement easier if I called you something different.” He raises his eyebrows as if asking me to disagree. “Unless you like being referred to by your last name.”

      It’s painful to be this close to someone who looks like someone I hate. But maybe he really is different. Hayes North wouldn’t waste a single breath asking someone what they preferred to be called.

      “No.” I clear my throat. “My name is Lillian.”

      “Lillian it is.” He smiles. “Lillian Gillingham.”

      “Yes, you can imagine the teasing I got in elementary school.”

      He tilts his head, hazel eyes sparkling. “Really? I like it. It sounds like a song.”

      I shift in my seat, and my clothes feel as if they’re filled with thorns. My gut warns me not to get comfortable around this man. Don’t let my guard down. Sure, he might not be a King of the Underworld like his brother, but he is still a North.

      Feeling the beginning of an awkward silence build between us, I look around, searching for something to say. An elegant spread of food lines one wall, including a full-service bar, with a wall full of televisions, mostly playing business morning shows. “Maybe we should talk about—”

      “Can I get you another drink, Mr. North?” A waitress says as she passes behind me.

      “Drink?” Hudson asks me.

      “I’ll have an orange juice.”

      “I’m good, Kimmie, thanks.” He hands off his empty glass. His eyes return to mine. I really wish he wasn’t so good at eye contact. He makes it feel like a challenge to see who looks away first. “You were saying?”

      What was I saying?

      He lifts his brows. “Maybe we should talk about…”

      I blink hard, and my gaze darts to my lap. I lose. “Right, this trip. Could you fill me in on where we’re going and what we’ll be doing?”

      The corner of his mouth lifts, and he leans forward and rests his elbows on his thighs. “Why don’t we go ahead and address the elephant in the room.” His eyes light up with what I think is humor but could easily be misconstrued as something more sensual.

      “Elephant?” I swallow past the wave of heat that crawls up my throat.

      “I make you uncomfortable.”

      “A little.”

      “Because of Hayes.”

      I sigh at how immature it all sounds. “If I could help it, I would. Trust me.”

      He studies me, my eyes, lips, and the locks of hair that fall around my face because they’re not long enough to stay in a bun. “What happened between you two?”

      “I…” I clear my throat. I can’t tell him I called his brother Hades or that I’m not exactly the best employee. On a job interview, you never answer the question ‘What are your weaknesses’ honestly. “Nothing that I’m aware of. He’s just never liked me.”

      He tilts his head, watching me as if he’s trying to read some secret I have hidden. “He doesn’t like anyone. But you, he really seems to have it out for.”

      “I don’t think I should be talking about this with you.”

      “Just be honest.” He leans back and rests his arm over the back of the booth, the picture of casual masculinity. “I can keep a secret.”

      You really are a waste of oxygen. She makes more money than she’s worth. Stop stuttering like a toddler. The insults rush in with painful clarity, and I blurt, “Hayes North is a pompous, misogynistic prick.”

      Oh, God, I said it.

      Out loud.

      To his twin brother!

      The smile that overtakes his face is truly beautiful. The visual short circuits my brain because it is wholly wrong to see such effervescent joy on that face. “I won’t argue that.”

      I cringe. Hard. “Sorry. I know he’s your brother.”

      “Yeah, well… you can’t pick your family.”

      “Ain’t that the truth,” I say into my orange juice before taking a healthy gulp.

      He stays quiet as if waiting for me to explain.

      Not a chance. I set my glass down. “About the trip. Where are we going, and what’s the objective?”

      He clears his throat and allows the subject to change without pushing. “Sedona. Have you ever been?”

      “No. What’s in Sedona?”

      He reaches into a brown leather satchel resting at his feet and pulls out an iPad. “Grand opening of a resort and spa called Tséé.” He taps the screen a few times, then hands it to me. “The company that owns it is called It’oh. It means nest in Western Apache. They’re Indigenous people who had the idea for a luxury hotel designed to mimic the ways their ancestors lived on the land.”

      The images on the iPad show hotel rooms built into the side of a large wall of red rock.

      He leans over and swipes the screen. “Tséé means rock. The entire structure is built into the side of the mountain, like the ancient native cliff dwellings. Similar to Montezuma’s castle.”

      “This is brilliant.” I slide through more images of this modern masterpiece that whispers of culture and extravagance. Working in the legal department, I rarely see the creative side of North Industries. I know the company has been leading some cutting-edge engineering, but building a hotel into the face of a mountain and making it blend in such a way that it doesn’t take away from the natural beauty of the land? I didn’t know this type of thing was even possible. “You guys did this?”

      “Alexander did.” Hudson’s tone drips with pride for his brother. “There’s nothing he can’t do.”

      “And we’re going here.” I go back to the images of the rooms built under the red rock cliff overhang. “We’re staying here?” The excitement in my voice is far from professional.

      “We are. The tribe elders are coming down for the opening. We’re invited to experience the resort, but we’ll be there to represent North Industries and try and close a deal on a second build.”

      I frown. “Why send you? Why not someone from sales?”

      “We wanted to send someone from the family. It was decided to send in the—”

      “Nice one.”

      He laughs, and the sound is perfectly rumbly. “I was going to say the patient one.”

      The softness in his expression feels almost as scary as Hayes’ scowl. An internal siren warns me not to fall for the nice guy act. I look away and pretend to check the time. “When does our flight board?”

      “Whenever we’re ready.”

      As if the entire flight is at his beck and call? “I’m ready.”

      He lifts a chin to someone over my shoulder, then stands and gathers his bag. I hand him back the iPad, but he waves me off. “That’s yours. I have my own.”

      Did he just give me an iPad? I’m sure he’ll want it back when the trip is over. Still, I clutch the iPad to my chest, wondering if I could get Netflix on this thing for the flight.

      I follow him to a door at the far end of the room. It opens to awning-covered stairs that lead to the tarmac. I ready myself for the blast of cold air that never comes. Heat pours down from above as the awning is lined with space heaters pumping out bright orange light and warmth. My stomach ties in knots when I spot a strip of red carpet that leads to a portable stairway. That stairway tops off at the open door of a small plane with the North Industries logo emblazoned on the side.

      I slam to a halt.

      Hudson stops at the base of the stairs and turns as if to allow me to go ahead of him. He spots me several feet back. “You okay?”

      “We’re flying on that?”

      He looks at the plane as if expecting to find it’s a magical dragon, then turns back, confused. “Is that a problem?”

      Flying on a private plane? To a luxury resort? With my boss, who happens to look like Satan? “Nope,” I squeak. “Not a problem.”

      I force my feet forward as the first real wave of panic washes over me.

      I am in way over my head.

      

  




Hudson

      Across the aisle, Lillian looks tiny in the oversized leather seat. She clutches her bag to her torso, and her face is pressed to the window. Her seatbelt is fastened and tightened so much that I wonder if it’s cutting off the circulation to her legs.

      “Nervous flier?”

      She looks at me with a quick jerk of her neck. “Not usually. I’m used to the bigger planes. I feel like the smaller ones are more likely to crash. Like Ritchie Valens. Or Aaliyah. Or JFK Jr. The tail is the safest place to be during a crash.” She turns around to look at the back of the plane as if to gauge how fast she could get back there should we nosedive.

      “You sure you’re all right?”

      Her spine goes ramrod straight. “I’m fine.”

      I understand the need to appear brave, but her babbling proves she’s scared shitless. I’m just happy it’s the flying and not me who is making her this uncomfortable.

      Ivan, our steward, brings us both a glass of champagne and welcomes us aboard. He gives us a quick rundown of what time he’ll serve lunch and what’s on the menu, as well as a selection of snacks should we get hungry sooner. Lillian’s mouth gapes as Ivan finishes his pre-flight spiel.

      “Captain Horne is the best in the business.” I try to reassure Lillian. “You have nothing to worry about.”

      “I’m not worried. Who said I was worried?” Her death grip on her bag loosens, but the way her fingers twitch makes me think she’s forcing herself to look calmer than she feels. She gulps down her glass of champagne. “That’s good.”

      I hand her my untouched glass.

      “Thanks.” She takes half of it down in one gulp.

      “Ivan can bring you more.”

      “I’m fine.” She drinks the rest and sets the empty on the table next to the first. “Really.”

      The plane rolls forward, and she sucks in a quick breath.

      Fine, my ass.

      I wish she didn’t feel the need to play the tough girl in front of me. Although, why wouldn’t she? She doesn’t know me well enough to feel safe letting her guard down. And looking like her tormentor doesn’t help. I’ll win her trust. Eventually.

      “So, tell me, how’d you end up working for North Industries?” I figure if I keep her talking, it might help her nerves.

      “I applied.”

      Little liar. Hayes never takes open applications. He only hires staff based on personal recommendations from people he respects.

      “Is that right?”

      Captain Horne taxis the plane toward the runway.

      Her gaze shifts nervously to mine.

      “Hayes doesn’t accept applications without personal recommendations. You had to know someone.”

      She turns away from me to look out the window.

      Interesting.

      “Where did you work before North?”

      “I was a student,” she says to the window. “And I worked part-time for an advertising company.”

      “What kind of advertising?”

      She looks at me, her blue eyes clear and her expression blank. “Human billboards.”

      “What?” In one sentence, this woman became even more intriguing.

      “Sign spinning.”

      “Yeah, I know what they are. You were a sign spinner?”

      “It’s a lot harder than it looks.” She’s back to looking out the window. “People don’t give it enough credit.”

      I clear my throat to hold back my laughter. Picturing this woman spinning a sign outside of a cell phone store is… well, it’s hard to imagine. “What brought you to the city?”

      “I uh—” She grips her armrests as the engines rev and the plane lurches forward, gaining speed.

      “Go on.” Keep her talking.

      “Dropped out of school.” Her eyes widen as the aircraft lifts off the ground.

      Hayes would sooner tattoo a dick on his face than hire someone without a college degree. And seriously, how old is she? I would’ve guessed mid-twenties. Is she younger? “You must’ve been recommended to Hayes by someone important. Who’s the connection?”

      “No one you know.”

      I shrug. “Try me.”

      The plane banks right, making the cabin slant.

      “Oh, God…”

      “Someone from Harvard?”

      No response.

      “Are you related to someone at North Industries?”

      The plane turns again. She closes her eyes and holds her breath.

      “Maybe your family is connected with—”

      “Ellie!” She blurts and then keeps her eyes closed until the aircraft levels out. “A woman named Ellie.”

      Ellie. No shit. Hayes’ favorite escort. How in the hell does Lillian know Ellie? My mind works out the best possible answer. New girl in the big city, desperate for a job… Lillian is most definitely beautiful. Men would pay top dollar to have her on their arm. The thought of Lillian selling herself, her time, her attention, possibly even her body, makes my stomach tighten and twist.

      I respect women who voluntarily work in the sex industry. Those I’ve met are confident, strong, and make the choice usually as a means to afford a master’s or doctorate degree. Ellie included. So why does the thought of Lillian selling herself make me so… itchy?

      “Ellie. Interesting.”

      Lillian stares down at the bag that is still braced tightly in her arms. “You know her?” she says softly.

      “I do. Did you two… work together?”

      Her head whips around to face me. “What exactly are you asking?”

      I shrug one shoulder. “I think you know.”

      “That’s none of your business.”

      Her defensive response is all the answer I need. “I’m not shaming you.”

      She drops her chin, and her fingers flex against her bag. “Can we please talk about something else?”

      “Of course. I apologize for pressing.”

      She falls back into her seat with a sigh, and a few silent minutes stretch between us. I’m about to let the whole conversation drop and get some work done on my laptop when she speaks ups.

      “Is it possible to walk around, or do I have to sit here the whole flight?” She finally slides her bag off her lap and onto the floor by her feet.

      “Go ahead. The cabin in the back has a bed if you—”

      “If I what?” Her eyes tighten into a glare.

      “Get tired.” I meet her glare with one of my own, but mine is accompanied by a smile. “What did you think I was going to say?”

      Another slight flush of her cheeks. “Nothing. Forget it.” She pops off her seatbelt and walks to the back of the plane.

      I find myself still smiling well after she’s gone.

      

  




Lillian

      Hudson wasn’t joking when he said there was a cabin with a bed in the back of the plane. I assumed he meant a seat that reclined into a bed or maybe some kind of fold-down bunk. Nope. Through a single doorway in the back of the plane sits a fully furnished bedroom, complete with flat-screen television and noise-canceling headphones. A million times more luxurious than my shared studio, I ask steward-guy to give me a quick run-through. He explains how to operate the television, automatic shades, and lighting from one single remote. And bonus! Netflix!

      I spent the remainder of the flight binge-watching Emily in Paris and looking through the resort photos on the iPad, adding in a little research on Sedona. I also jumped on the bed a few times because who can say they jumped on a bed forty-thousand feet in the air? I was able to lie down, sit cross-legged, walk around, and sit on the couch. Will I ever be able to fly commercial again?

      Hudson never once popped his head back to check on me. He must’ve told Ivan to serve my lunch in the back bedroom, making me wonder if this is what it might feel like to be someone important. Like the Queen or a Kardashian.

      “Ms. Lillian,” steward-guy calls from the doorway.

      “Come in.” I scramble to the edge of the bed, not wanting to look too comfortable in a space that doesn’t belong to me.

      Ivan doesn’t seem to care as he places a silver tray onto the nearby table. “We’ll start our descent into Sedona in fifteen minutes. You might want to freshen up and return to your seat.”

      I eye the items on the tray—sundry items and a steaming, white washcloth that smells like lemons and lavender. “Wow, thanks.”

      He nods and backs out of the room.

      I use all the sundry items, including the single-use toothbrush and hand lotion, because why not? With fresh breath and soft hands, I head back to my seat but stop a few feet behind Hudson to gather myself. Even though I know he’s not Hayes, my pulse still spikes at the first glance of his face. I prepare for the jolt, then take my seat across the aisle from him while avoiding looking directly at him.

      He’s clicking around on his laptop while speaking into the air to someone I assume he can hear through the wireless buds in his ears. I face the window and watch as the red rocks of Sedona come into view.

      “I know, Romeo. You don’t have to sell me on the idea.” More clicking from Hudson’s computer. “I’m looking at the plan now.”

      Romeo and Juliet. That would be easy to remember. Do people really name their kids that anymore? What if Romeo isn’t romantic at all? That’s a lot of name to live up to.

      “I’m not the one you have to convince,” Hudson says. “Get Alex on your side and—no, Hayes won’t have your back on this unless you win August. He’ll shove the legal ramifications up your ass until you choke on them.”

      I snort-laugh and then cringe, hoping he didn’t hear me.

      “Make the revisions we talked about and resend it to me.” His voice sounds closer somehow as if he’s turned his face toward me. “I need to go, we’re landing. I will. Later.”

      I hear the soft sound of his laptop closing and the brush of it as he slips it into his bag.

      “How was your flight?” he asks to the back of my head.

      “Good.” I inhale, hold it, and turn. His hazel eyes make my pulse jump, but I manage not to physically wince. “Yours?”

      “Uneventful.”

      “That’s the way I like my flights.”

      As if the plane is responding, it takes a sharp dip downward.

      I suck in a breath.

      His expression turns curious. “Is it just the take-off that bothers you, or is it the landing too?” He eyes my hands, which are balled tightly in my lap.

      “I’m fine,” I manage to say without a shaky voice.

      The plane makes a funny noise, and I imagine sheets of metal peeling away from the fuselage.

      “Who’s Romeo?” I blurt.

      Hudson turns his body toward me as much as he can in his seat. “Lillian.”

      “Huh?” I check the window to see if the wings are still intact.

      “Lillian,” he purrs softly. “Look at me.”

      I do. Which may be a mistake because the warmth in his gaze makes my pulse speed more than the stupid plane does.

      “Hi,” he says with a smile.

      I swallow hard. “Hey.”

      He leans closer, placing his elbow on the armrest. “Romeo is what I call my brother, Kingston. You met Kingston.” He leaves off at the Christmas party.

      I repeatedly nod, unable to find my words when he’s this close and speaking this softly. Especially when his face reminds me of Hayes and the awful night that I can’t seem to forget.

      “He’s in interior design now.” His smile morphs into one of pride. One I’d imagine finding on a proud dad. Something I’ve never experienced personally. “He’s brilliant at it. He’s always coming up with these new ideas…”

      Hudson continues. I watch his mouth move and note that his upper lip is fuller than his lower. His teeth are straight, and I wonder if he was born that way or if he had braces. He licks his lips when he talks. Not a lot, but as a self-conscious tic. I don’t think I’ve ever seen Hayes do that. Is that how people can tell them apart? I search his skin for a birthmark, freckle, or mole that would make him stand out against his brother but find nothing. The skin around his eyes crinkles when he smiles, and if I had to guess his age, I’d guess thirty-ish.

      “…something on my face?”

      I blink out of my thoughts. “What?”

      He chuckles, does that lip-licking thing, then says, “Is there something on my face? Because I’d rather you tell me now than find out later after I’ve come face to face with our client.”

      “No, your face is…” Confusing. “All right.”

      “All right?” He frowns. “I’m not sure anyone has ever referred to my face as all right before.”

      “I’m sorry. I mean, it’s fine.”

      “That’s not better.” He narrows one eye playfully. “Try again.”

      “Good?”

      He shrugs a little.

      “Familiar.”

      This time he laughs and nods. “Okay, let’s go with good.”

      The ground outside the window grows closer, and I brace for the impact of the wheels against the runway. The jolt of landing usually sends terror and relief in equal waves, but on this flight, the landing is soft. The tug of the breaks is all I feel, and as we slow and taxi, I release the death grip of my hands.

      “I told you.” He nods toward the cockpit. “Best in the business.”

      I gather my carry-on and follow Hudson off the plane. The moment I step outside, the sun shines brightly overhead and warms my skin. There’s a slight chill in the air, but nothing compared to New York. At the bottom of the stairs, a large, black SUV idles.

      A man steps out. He’s dressed in a gray business suit, but instead of wearing a tie, he has on a bolo made of silver and turquoise stones. His hair is long, parted in the middle, and braided tightly into ropes that fall to his waist.

      “Mr. Chatto,” Hudson greets the man and extends his hand. “It’s great to finally meet you.”

      “Thank you for coming,” the regal man says in a deep voice before his gaze swings to me.

      “Lillian. Good to meet you, sir.” I shake his hand firmly and force myself to hold eye contact, even though the man is over six feet tall with intimidating brown eyes.

      “Please, call me Bodaway.” He motions to the open back doors of the SUV. “Shall we? Nali will get your bags.”

      Bodaway. How will I remember that? Oh! Abode. Away. Home away. A resort. Bodaway.

      “Mr. North!” Steward-guy holds up his hand and jogs toward us. “Your iPad.” He hands the iPad I was responsible for to Hudson, who hands it to me.

      “Sorry,” I mumble and grasp onto the device as if it has legs to run away.

      I climb into the SUV and hope my expression remains indifferent, even though I’m punishing myself for being forgetful. Again. Hayes’ words trickle inside my mind. You really are a waste of oxygen. Get out of my head, you sorry son of a dickshit. Only I get to insult me from my head, dammit!

      The conversation in the car revolves around our flight and the scenery. I nod and smile but feel tiny and out of place. Nervous energy mixing with an unrelenting desire to contribute, I blurt the first thing that comes to my head. “Where do you keep the aliens?”

      My question is met with quiet surprise.

      “I’m serious. I read that Sedona is, like, some kind of alien truck stop.” I stare between the men, who chuckle in amusement. Hudson even seems a little charmed.

      “I thought you might be more interested in our spa?” the man with the braids says.

      “Spa?” Not really.

      “She is. Aren’t you, Lillian?” Hudson’s voice calls me from my UFO daydream. He lifts his brows, expecting an enthusiasm I can’t quite muster. He prods me, replying to Bodaway, “Excited. To experience the spa.”

      Okay, I’m expected to lie. “I’m really looking forward to that, yes.”

      Hudson’s approving smile has me sucking back a shaky breath, and I make it a point to try not to get sidetracked for the rest of the ride to the hotel. Even if the subject of extraterrestrials is more tempting than a spa. Call me crazy, but wearing nothing but a robe around a bunch of strangers, then being alone in a room with someone I just met and lying naked on a table so they can run their hands all over my body sounds a lot more like an alien movie plot than it does relaxing. Massages hurt, facials hurt, and being judged for tense shoulders and dry skin does not foster tranquility. And people pay for this!

      “How are reservations for the big opening next week?” Hudson asks, redirecting the conversation.

      “We’re booked,” Bodaway says. “One hundred percent occupancy.”

      “That’s great. I have no doubt the rest of the year will be no different.” Hudson looks to me as if I may have something to add.

      “Next week? Is the hotel not opened now?”

      Hudson’s eyes widen slightly, and I internally cringe, clearly having said the wrong thing.

      Bodaway doesn’t seem phased by my questions. “We’re doing our soft opening through New Year’s Eve. Only a select few VIPs. Twenty-five percent occupancy to give our staff an opportunity to work out the kinks.”

      “That’s smart,” I say, sounding very much not smart.

      “We’ll have the resort nearly to ourselves,” Hudson says. “Oh wow, look at that…” His voice trails off with a sense of wonder.

      I follow his gaze out the window—whoa…

      The gleaming wall of glass built into the edge of a red rock cliff shines like a beacon in the distance. An engineering marvel that the images on the iPad did not do justice.

      “Incredible.” I make it a point not to press my nose to the glass and leave an embarrassing mark.

      “Welcome to Tséé.” He pronounces the word like tut-say with high tone on the end, as if he’s asking a question.

      Nothing about the property looks out of place, with all the structures designed to blend into the landscape seamlessly. From what I can see, there are fewer than fifty rooms total, making this more of a boutique luxury experience than a resort. Even the road to the lobby is paved in concrete that matches the color of the red rocks around us. Native plants surround the structure and lobby—spiny cacti, funky-looking pines, and green stick trees. Not a single palm tree like I would have expected in Arizona.

      We skip check-in and instead are turned over to a butler-type character with a name I can’t actually remember. He reminds me of Alfred from Batman, minus the accent. He shows us to an elevator that is built into the wall of stone, and during the ride, he gives us a brief history of indigenous cliff dwellings.

      “It could be said that the ancient Sinagua people built the first condominiums.” The elevator stops on the third floor, and he leads us down a hallway carved from the natural cliff wall. “Did you know the indigenous tribe names you hear today were usually given to those tribes by colonizers? Sinagua was named by Spanish settlers and means without water.”

      “The ole colonizers weren’t too creative, huh?” I elbow Alfred playfully.

      He doesn’t seem to get my sense of humor.

      I clear my throat. “I’m just saying, the Sinagua built castles into the mountain, and all the Spanish saw was no water?”

      “Excellent observation,” he says a little awkwardly. He motions to the last two doors at the end of the hallway. “These are yours. No two rooms are identical.”

      Our rooms are next door to each other, and Hudson gives me my pick. I choose the room with a half wall of natural red rock that separates the bedroom and bathroom.

      “I have some work to do, a couple of conference calls I have to get on,” Hudson says after handing Alfred a folded bill. “Check out the spa, walk around, go for a swim in the pool—”

      “Shit.” That’s what I forgot. Swimsuit.

      He chuckles, and the way his hazel eyes sparkle when he does is markedly different than anything I’ve seen from his twin brother. “There’s a specialty store off the lobby that I’m sure sells swimsuits. Charge everything to the room.”

      I’m already shaking my head. “I couldn’t do that.”

      “As your temporary boss, I insist.”

      Why are my cheeks hot from the way he said that? I really don’t want to screw this opportunity up by doing something wrong. “As your temporary employee, I say thank you.”

      We share a moment of quiet eye contact before he suddenly fishes his phone out of his coat pocket and checks the time.

      Right. Back to business. “Is there a schedule for our time here? Do you have an itinerary for me?”

      “We’ll discuss the itinerary tonight at dinner. Let me get your number, though.” He hands me his phone, and I punch in my number. “I’ll touch base later.” He types something into his phone, and I feel mine vibrate in my bag. “Call me if you have any problems.” He turns to head into his room.

      “Mr. North?”

      He smiles over his shoulder. “My brother is Mr. North, remember?”

      “I’m sorry. Hudson. Are you sure you don’t want me in on the conference calls or anything? I can take notes or—”

      “I got it. You enjoy yourself.”

      Is he afraid I’ll screw things up? Maybe Hayes sent him here with a warning not to trust me with anything important. Why bring an assistant if he’s not going to use me to assist?

      I’m left to my luxury room and empty hours in the day to do whatever I want.

      Overthinking seems to be my first choice.
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      Hudson

      I debate not answering my ringing phone. After hours of calls, I finally have free time to take a shower and make a cocktail from the variety of local liquor at the minibar. I check the caller ID to see if it’s Lillian and see my brother Alexander’s name. I hit Accept.

      “Alex, what’s up?”

      “Did you pitch the second hotel?”

      Typical Alexander. Always straight to the point. “I’m good, thanks for asking. The building is gorgeous. I think this is your best design yet.”

      “You didn’t answer my question.”

      I roll my eyes, even though he can’t see me. “No. Not yet. I spent a total of thirty minutes with Chatto since I got here. Give me some time to build a relationship.”

      He makes a half growl, half grunt noise. “These things never make any sense.”

      “Let me do my job, brother.”

      “Fine. Bye.”

      I hit End and check the time. I texted Lillian a couple of hours ago and told her we have dinner reservations at eight. We should probably make our way down there now, so I send her a quick text letting her know I’m on my way to her room.

      I didn’t hear from her at all since we parted ways this afternoon. I found myself wondering what she might be doing, mostly wondering if she was getting into any trouble.

      She’s nothing like I imagined she’d be after the night she significantly lowered my sperm count. She’s bold in one breath and timid in the next. She speaks her mind, and yet there are times when I can tell she’s holding her tongue. I can’t parcel out what makes her act one way or the other, and in a lot of ways, she reminds me a bit of Alexander. As if under her chaotic exterior lies someone truly remarkable that no one else has discovered because they haven’t taken the time to look. And the mystery of her gives me an urge to dig.

      I knock on her hotel room door.

      “Coming—Ouch. You shit-on-a-stick son-of-a-bitch fuck!”

      The door opens, and Lillian is there, bent slightly with one hand pressing on her hip and her face twisted in pain. “Hey,” she grunts.

      “What happened?” I close the door behind me and follow her inside. Her suitcase is open on the bed, with a pile of clothes twice the size of the case beside it.

      She throws an angry hand toward the natural rock that protrudes from the wall. “Downside to blending with nature.” She rubs her hip, drawing my attention to what she’s wearing.

      A form-fitted dress with long sleeves and a hemline that hits above the knees. The black belt on the cream-colored fabric accentuates her narrow waist and round hips. The neckline is low and open, and the way she’s bent over shows off a hint of white lace bra. I redirect my eyes to the sitting table, where a pair of white panties lay flat on a hand towel. In a panic, I dart my eyes away, only for them to land directly on hers.

      “Oh, God.” She scurries to the table, snatches the panties, and shoves them behind her back. “I’m so sorry you had to see that.”

      I shrug with a practiced indifference I’ve honed since childhood. “Believe it or not, women’s underwear doesn’t scare me.” My heart pounds a little harder despite my words.

      “I didn’t realize until I was getting ready for dinner,” she says as she scurries to the bathroom, “I forgot to pack, um, everything I needed.” When she returns, she refuses to meet my eyes. She stops at the edge of the bed, where a pair of black heels rest on the floor. “I figured I’d wash them so I could wear them tomorrow. Okay, that’s probably TMI. I’ll stop talking now.” She laughs nervously and bends over to slip on a shoe.

      And that’s when it hits me.

      She only has one pair of underwear. And that pair is currently drying in the bathroom. Which means… My gaze drops to her ass as she shifts on one foot to slip on her other shoe.

      She’s not wearing anything under that dress.

      My body fills with heat, and my skin feels too tight. I stare blindly at the floor as she finishes with her shoes.

      Beautiful woman. Dinner alone. No fucking panties. Fuck.

      “I’m ready.” She announces, with her purse in one hand and the iPad in the other.

      “You won’t need—” I clear the deep rasp from my throat, wondering why the hell I suddenly sound like Barry White. “You can leave the iPad here.”

      Her already pouty lips turn poutier. “I won’t need to take notes?”

      Stop staring at her mouth, asshole. I whirl around and head for the door. “Nope, not tonight.” I hold the door open for her. “Do you have your key?”

      She slams to a halt, pivots, snags her key off her bedside table, and slips it into her clutch.

      We walk side by side down the hallway to the elevator, and I try not to focus on how good she smells. Nothing overpowering, like most of the luxury perfumes that smell wholly unnatural, but something softer. More delicate. Clean. I catch myself leaning close to fill my lungs.

      “Wait.” She spins away from the elevator. “My phone. Hold on, I’ll be right back!”

      I allow myself a second to watch her round backside move beneath the fabric of her dress as she scurries down the hallway to her room. I turn away from her and remind myself that this is not a date. It’s business. I am a professional. I am a master of self-control.

      Or so I thought.

      Minutes pass, and I’m about to go make sure she didn’t fall and hit her head when she comes racing out into the hallway. “I couldn’t find my phone.” Her face is aimed down at her screen. “Oh, you texted me.” She joins me at the elevator and smiles sheepishly. “My bad.”

      “No big deal.” We climb into the elevator, and I’m not thinking about the fact that I’m alone with a beautiful woman in a dress and no underwear. Because only a scumbag would do that. And I am not a scumbag. This is not a date. I repeat the words and refuse to look anywhere below her chin.

      “I tend to be a little forgetful.” Her eyes are an icy blue that seem to sparkle when she blinks. “I’m pretty sure it’s the main reason your brother hates me.” She laughs in a self-deprecating way.

      “If he hated you, he’d have fired you by now.”

      “Hasn’t he?” She’s referring to him reassigning her to me.

      I’m about to open my mouth to explain that Hayes must find something redeemable about her.

      “Anyway, thanks for being cooler about it than your brother.” The elevator doors open onto the restaurant floor. I decide to drop the subject. Hayes is always a mood killer, both in thought and presence.

      I motion for her to exit ahead of me. She does but waits for me to walk at my side toward the restaurant.

      “Hayes wouldn’t have been so understanding.” She frowns and clutches her purse to her belly. “You’re,” she blows out a breath, “refreshing.”

      “Well, please don’t think too highly of me. I’m bound to disappoint you.”

      She flashes me a quick side smile. “I’ll keep that in mind.”

      The hostess seats us at a private table for two near a window overlooking Monument Valley. She explains the restaurant is named Yiyaa, which, according to the gold plaque under the name, means eat in Western Apache.

      “Will it just be us?” Lillian eyes the two place settings at our table, then sends her gaze around the dimly lit space, noting the few other patrons as if looking for a familiar face.

      “Yes.” I eye the menu because it’s the only way to keep from noticing how her throat, bathed in candlelight, looks as soft as velvet. “Mr. Chatto will be busy most of the week. He’s lined up a luxury experience package of things for us to do. I was hoping he’d join us, but I’m afraid getting him alone to talk business is going to be harder than I thought.”

      Our waiter brings us cocktails made with local tequila and agave nectar.

      “Oh boy, these could be dangerous,” she says and sips her drink. “What’s the objective of this trip? Oh wow, is that Demi DeMarco?”

      I follow Lillian’s widened eyes to a nearby table. I give Ms. DeMarco, the socialite turned reality television star, a polite smile. She’s sharing a table with Raul Staci, a world-renowned restaurant reviewer. Let’s hope the food blows them away. The better the review, the better chances we have of landing a second deal.

      Lillian mouths the word wow, then focuses on her menu. “Everything is local indigenous food,” she says with excitement. “I don’t think you could find a restaurant in New York that serves prickly pear cactus and acorns.”

      She orders deer with wild rice, and I order buffalo steak with squash and wild onions. She launches into a story about eating dandelion leaves as a kid, using her hands and her whole face to communicate. There’s something so childlike about her, but not in maturity as much as enthusiasm. As if she wants to experience everything she does with every part of herself.

      “…and they sell those leaves at the specialty grocery stores for a ton of money! When they literally grow through cracks in the sidewalk.” Her smile is bright and amused.

      Lovely.

      She uncrosses and recrosses her legs under the table. I grind my teeth, thinking about the friction the movement causes on all that bare skin.

      Those big blue eyes peer up at me from over her cocktail glass. “What’s the plan for tomorrow?”

      “Getting you some fucking undergarments to start.”

      She jolts at my tone, and her face pales.

      I’m just as surprised as she is. I try to soothe the burn of my shitty attitude with a smile. “Did you get down to the lobby shops today?”

      I watch her throat bob with a thick swallow. “No?”

      The hesitation in her voice makes me want to stab myself with my salad fork. “We’ll get someone to take you shopping as soon as the stores open.”

      She stares out the window and sucks down half her drink.

      I work around women all the time and never get this unsettled. I know I should apologize, but what do I say? I’m sorry that I’m a piece of crap who can’t keep it together in the presence of an attractive woman going commando.

      I hate that she’s reinstalled those walls against me. I’m hungry to have her look at me with the openness that she did before I snapped at her.

      “Did you explore some of the property today?”

      She nods into her drink while taking a sip.

      “And? What did you think?”

      “It’s nice,” she says without feeling. Those walls aren’t budging.

      I need to change tactics. “Have you ever been to Disneyland?”

      The question is random enough that it gets her attention. She’s still guarded, but at least she’s looking at me. “Disneyworld once.”

      “On Hayes and my tenth birthday, we got to go to Disneyland.” I hope telling her a personal story might put her at ease. “I wanted to go on all the big rides—Pirates, Haunted Mansion, Matterhorn—but Hayes was too scared. He flat-out refused. And because we only had our nanny with us, we couldn’t split up.”

      She crosses her arms at her chest. “Of course, you had a nanny.”

      At least she’s back to being honest. That’s a start. “Hayes finally picked a ride he wasn’t terrified of. Snow White. I was so pissed he was making me go on a princess kiddie ride. I begged him to change his mind.”

      “He doesn’t strike me as the type who changes his mind about anything.”

      I point at her and grin. “Exactly. So we go on the stupid ride. And Hayes? He cried like a baby from start to finish.”

      She smiles, slow and wide. “No way.”

      “Oh, he was a mess. Scared the shit out of him. He had nightmares for weeks. We had to take down all the mirrors in our house, he was terrified of them. And apples. And old ladies.”

      “What a wussy.”

      A laugh erupts from my chest, and relief washes in that she’s back to being herself. “Right? I never let him live that down. Even now.”

      She shakes her head, still smiling. “What else do you have on him? I might need it for ammunition later.”

      “Let’s trade. A story for a story.” I slump back in my chair, feeling a little more relaxed now that she’s not freezing me out. “And make it something good.”

      “This doesn’t seem fair. You’re sharing stories about your brother in exchange for stories about me? You have nothing to lose.”

      “Excellent point.” I wet my lips, feeling a little self-conscious, which is a rare feeling for me. “What do you want to know?”

      She leans forward against the table. “If you didn’t work for North Industries, what would you be doing instead?”

      Great question. No one has ever asked me that before. “I’ve never had the opportunity to explore anything else. It was decided before I could walk that I’d be working in the family business. I never had a choice.”

      “But if you did…?”

      I chuckle, the thought making me shift in my seat. “I…” I shake my head. “I have no idea. I’ll have to get back to you on that.” Do I not have a single interest outside of my career?

      “Raincheck on that one.” She chews her lip, thinking. “Hmm… How many times has someone assumed you were your twin, and you let them?” She lifts a brow in challenge.

      I hold up my hands. “In my defense, I assumed you knew I wasn’t Hayes that night outside the Christmas party.”

      “How?” Her grin widens. “You were wearing his shirt.”

      “I was offering to help you.”

      Her browns pinch together. “That’s true.”

      “To answer your question, yes. I have let people assume I’m Hayes for a lot of different reasons, most of them good.”

      She props an elbow on the table. “Do tell.”

      “Well, I helped him pass at least three finals in high school. I also covered for him a bunch when he wanted to stay out all night without our parents knowing.”

      She laughs. “You fooled your own parents?”

      “I did.” I really like the sound of her laugh. It’s authentic, like it comes from a real place inside her rather than some pretense to fluff my ego. “My turn. How do you know Ellie?”

      “You’re not going to let this one go, are you?” She smiles, which makes me think she’s not too offended by my question.

      I sip my drink and await her response.

      “It’s uh…” She slides her fingertips along her glass, and I notice that her short nails are painted a modest pink that reminds me of the color of her cheeks. “Kind of a funny story.”

      “Can’t wait to hear it.”

      She orders another drink from our waiter and then turns back to me. “I—” Her phone rings from her purse. She dives for it, wrestling it out of the tiny clutch to silence it while a couple of people, including Demi DeMarco, give us dirty looks. Her brows pinch together as she studies the screen. “I have to get this.”

      “Take your time.”

      She tosses her napkin on the table and shoves her chair back. I eye her back as she walks out of the room and hear her softly answer the phone, saying, “Hey, Aaron. I know. I’m sorry. I totally forgot.”

      Who would be calling Lillian at nearly midnight New York time? And why would she be apologizing? The only conclusion I can draw is that Aaron is her boyfriend. Good for him. He’s a lucky guy.

      I order another drink and casually check the time to see how much groveling Lillian is forced to do to appease Aaron. And with every passing minute, my blood warms a little hotter.

      

  




Lillian

      “You were supposed to text me when you got there.” Aaron’s usual lazy voice is laced with tension.

      “I know. I forgot. I’m sorry.” I pace the small space inside the woman’s restroom. “But now you know I got here safely, and I’m fine. So you can relax—”

      “I called you three times and texted.”

      “I saw that just as we were coming down for dinner. I... misplaced my battery, and the phone died.” I chew on my thumbnail.

      “Misplaced your battery…”

      “The, like, charger thing—you know what I mean. I’m sorry, okay?”

      His response is one long hard sigh.

      “I’m here and I’m fine. I’m working, so I have to go. I’ll be home Friday.”

      “Wait. I could use some money.” Ah-ha. The real reason he’s upset that he couldn’t get in touch with me. “A few of the guys invited me…”

      I lean my forehead against the tile wall and close my eyes while he goes on about a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity that could further his career in the entertainment industry.

      “…one-hundred and twenty dollars plus gas money for Dirk.”

      “Where’s your money?”

      “I spent it on food,” he says, and I fill in the word liquor in my head. “And I had to make a payment on my turntable. Not all of us get a leg up into a cushy job. Some of us have to work our way there.”

      The guilt he throws washes over me like freezing cold piss water. I do have a great job, and I do feel undeserving of it. My boss’s daily reminders of what a piece of shit I am keep me humble.

      I push up from the wall and stare at myself in the mirror. “I’ll transfer some money into your account.”

      “Do it now. So you don’t forget.”

      He knows me so well. I sign into the bank app and make the transfer.

      “Thanks, Lily! You’re the best sister eve—”

      I hang up and make my way back to join Hudson.

      He looks at me in a way that makes me think he can see inside my head and doesn’t like what he sees. Is my shame so obvious? I avoid his eyes.

      “Everything okay?” he says.

      “Great, thanks.”

      He lifts two fingers to signal our waiter. “Our food is ready. I had them keep it in the back so it wouldn’t get cold.”

      That was thoughtful of him. The plates set before us look more like art than they do food.

      I pick up my fork and poke at the silver-dollar-sized piece of venison stacked on top of a swirling line of wild rice and drizzled with brown sauce.

      Hudson cuts into his steak, which is also smaller than I expected a Bison steak to be. “It’s as good as it is pretty.”

      I take a bite, and he’s right. My dish is delicious. I just wish it didn’t look more like an appetizer than a meal. “It’s really good, but…” I look around and lean in to whisper. “What do you say we grab a burger after this?”

      His answering laugh is soft, deep, and sincere. “Yes. Please.”
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        * * *

      

      An hour and a half later, we’re in the backseat of a minivan, trying to figure out how we’re going to smuggle a bag of double cheeseburgers and fries into the hotel without anyone seeing.

      “Here, you take the fries and fill your pockets.” I hand him the containers of fries and pop a couple in my mouth in the process. “Oh, these are so good.”

      “Stop eating them all.” He carefully slips the sleeve of fries into the inner pocket of his coat and then eyes me. “What about the burgers?”

      Turns out, our meal at the restaurant was delicious. The meat was tender and juicy and full of flavor, but even after we ate blue corn cakes with elderberry syrup for dessert, we were still hungry. We also had two more drinks and a glass of dessert wine from the local winery, which may have directly contributed to our current situation.

      Because the entire staff saw us eat in the restaurant, and we don’t want to insult anyone, we’re sneaking food back to our rooms.

      I grab a burger and shove it into my clutch. Then I stuff another into my cleavage.

      “You can’t do that. It’s too obvious,” Hudson says without looking at me. “Give it to me. I’ll tuck it under my arm.”

      “Eww, I don’t want your armpit touching my burger.”

      He shoves his hand out again. “Then it’ll be mine. Give it.”

      “No, this works.” I pat the burger between my boobs. “Women do this all the time. Look. You can’t even tell.”

      His gaze drops to my chest and then darts away. “Uh, yeah. You can.”

      “It’s fine. I got this.”

      “What do you mean women do this all time?”

      I do a doubletake. Is he joking? “You didn’t know that women use their cleavage as a pocket?”

      “What? Since when?” I can’t see his face well in the dark, but I get the feeling that if I could, I’d see him blushing.

      I readjust my bra, grateful for my bigger chest that hides the burger well enough. “Since forever because they never put pockets in our clothes.”

      “Hold on…” He acts like I’ve shared some top-secret information with him. “Women’s clothes don’t have pockets?”

      “Don’t you have a sister?”

      He shakes his head.

      “Girlfriend?” I don’t wait for an answer. “How is this news to you?”

      “I guess I never asked—”

      “Shhh…. We’re here.” The car pulls up to the front, and a valet attendant approaches to open the door.

      “Huh. No pockets.”

      “Pull it together,” I hiss at Hudson. “Be cool.”

      Hudson climbs out first and stands to block me from view as I climb out behind him. I immediately grab his elbow as if I want the escort, though really, I’m using his thick bicep to hide my chest.

      “I’m so tired,” I say loudly.

      Hudson rolls his lips to keep from laughing.

      “As much as I’d love to hang out, I’m going to head up and go to sleep!” I make sure Alfred at the concierge desk can hear me. “We have such a big day tomorrow!”

      “What are you doing?” Hudson asks from the corner of his mouth.

      “I’m making it clear that I’m going to sleep, so they don’t know I’m going up to eat a burger,” I whisper.

      He hits the elevator button. “They don’t give a shit.”

      “If they got close enough to smell us, they’d know. If they think I’m tired, they won’t get close and suggest we grab a nightcap in the bar or something.”

      We slip into the elevator. The second it opens and we’re inside, I release his arm.

      He looks down at me. “I think you’re overselling—”

      “Hold the door,” a woman says before she and another twenty-something dart into the carriage. Both their eyes widen slightly at the sight of Hudson.

      I roll mine.

      They practice good elevator etiquette and turn their backs to us.

      “God, what’s that smell,” one of the women says, her nose wrinkling.

      Her friend mumbles, “It’s B.O.”

      Hudson’s face reddens with the effort to hold in his laugh.

      I rock my shoulder into his side, point to his face, and mouth keep it together.

      He snorts, coughs, and clears his throat.

      My eye twitches.

      The elevator doors open. We squeeze past the women and speed walk to the end of the hallway. Hudson gets to his key first, and we rush into his room.

      Once the door slams behind us, I whirl and point in his face. “You are the worst smuggler ever. They almost clocked us.”

      He laughs and gingerly pulls the sleeves of fries out of his pockets. “This is the weirdest thing I’ve ever done.”

      I pull the double cheeseburger from my cleavage and hand it to him. “I can’t believe I pulled it off. You’re welcome.” I snag one of the pocket fries and make myself comfortable at the table.

      “You pulled it off?” He pops a fry in his mouth. “You practically gave us away with that overdramatic entrance.” He heads to the minibar.

      “Whatever,” I say through a mouth of burger.

      “Want a drink?”

      “Just a water.”

      Hudson sets down a bottle of water, then takes the seat across from me, and we sit in comfortable silence, devouring our second dinner tonight.

      “You never finished your story,” he says. “About your connection to Ellie.”

      I smirk at his utter transparency. “You’re just dying to know if I’m an escort, aren’t you?”

      His expression isn’t teasing, more introspective curiosity. “I respect your privacy if you’d rather not say. But I can’t deny that I am curious.” His hazel eyes become thoughtful. “You don’t strike me as the escort type.”

      “No?” A trickle of insecurity creeps in. “Not desirable enough?” He’s not lying. Ellie is stunning, graceful, and smart. She can carry on a conversation with anyone—rich, poor, educated, dense. I know this because it’s how I came to know her.

      His expression sobers. He sets down his burger, wipes his fingers on a paper napkin, and holds my gaze. “You are desirable, Lillian. In every way. Never doubt that.”

      I catch my breath at the sincerity in his eyes.

      He blinks as if realizing what he just said. He leans back in his chair and exhales. “I’m sorry, I—”

      “Don’t be.” I pick at my fries and shrug. “It was nice to hear it.” Even if he was only trying to make me feel better.

      His answering smile is kind, platonic. “Good. Then I don’t regret saying it.”

      I blow out a breath, my stomach feeling full for the first time tonight. But it has nothing to do with the food. “I met Ellie at a dog park when I first moved to New York. She has two Pomeranians, Dizzy and Dutch. They’re so cute.”

      I hold off on Dizzy and Dutch stories, even though I have a thousand brimming to be shared. Stay on task, Lily.

      “Anyway, she was in a hurry and complaining about pet ownership in the city and the time commitment. She said, ‘I’d pay to have this done for me.’ I told her I was new to town, looking for a job, and offered to do just that. Dog walking was my first job in New York.”

      I swipe a fry through a pile of ketchup, thinking back to our fast friendship.

      “We became friends after that. I picked up a few more pets in her building thanks to Ellie’s rave reviews on my pet sitting. Some days after walking the dogs, we’d grab a coffee, dinner, drinks. One night over tacos and margaritas, she approached me about an opportunity. I already knew what she did for a living. I found the whole thing fascinating. I thought escorts were mainly for sex, but she explained that sex was only a small part of what she does. Anyway, she had two clients who needed her on the same night, so she asked if I’d be interested. Once she told me the pay, well, let’s just say it made my dog walking income look like couch change.”

      His expression is soft and accepting, with no hint of judgment in his eyes. His finger taps almost anxiously against his glass.

      I shove the fry in my mouth, chew, and swallow. “I’ll spare you the details. Turns out, escorting wasn’t for me.” To avoid his eyes, I focus on my burger, searching for the perfect bite.

      “You continued dog walking then.” He doesn’t phrase it like a question, and yet I get the feeling he’s asking for the rest of the story.

      I set down my burger and wipe my fingers on a napkin. I don’t want to talk about what happened that night. I don’t want to add weight to the pleasant lightness of the evening. “Ellie knew I’d taken some law classes in school, and she always thought walking dogs wasn’t living up to my full potential. I guess she liked me enough to tell your brother about me.” I frown. “Or maybe she hated me, and that’s why she did it. Funny, I never considered that before.”

      “Regardless of my brother’s inexcusable behavior, North Industries is a great company. I have no doubt Ellie knew you’d be an asset to North.”

      “Maybe.” I shrug. “Now you know my story. I haven’t forgotten that I’m still waiting for yours.”

      His chuckle is deep and all too short. “You’ll be the first to know when I have one worth telling.”

      The alcohol and my full stomach have me feeling warm and relaxed. I find myself watching Hudson, and he boldly watches back. “I had fun with you tonight.”

      He drops his gaze to the table between us, effectively breaking the spell. “Business trips should be a little fun.”

      I get the feeling that he needs to be reminded we’re here on business and that my behavior may have crossed some sort of unspoken line. I need to get out of here before I do or say something that’ll get me in trouble. Or worse, fired.

      “It’s getting late.” I crumple up my fast-food trash and toss it in the nearby bin. “Thanks for smuggling food with me tonight.”

      “That was my first food smuggling experience.” He opens the door for me.

      “I’m glad I was your first,” I say as I pass him to get to the hallway. Is that too personal? Too intimate? Shit. I slam my lips together and swipe my key.

      “Sleep well, Lillian.” He’s leaning a shoulder against the doorframe, his dress shirt unbuttoned at the neck, his tie loose, and his sleeves rolled up to his elbows. His hazel eyes seem to dance when they’re on me.

      I suppress a shiver. “You too.”
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      Hudson

      I was hoping a morning run to one of Sedona’s famous vortices would help me feel more centered than I did with Lillian last night. Whether the vortex is caused by an alien presence, ancient native spirituality, or made up by modern spiritualists, I was willing to give the supernatural a shot. Anything to get rid of the restlessness I felt last night and woke up with this morning.

      Lillian.

      She is a refreshing surprise. I’ve never met a woman who would stuff a burger in her bra and smuggle it into a hotel. She cared more about insulting the hotel staff than she did about grease stains on her dress. My experience with women has taught me that being in a relationship—both personal and professional—requires intentionality. Mental preparedness. But being with Lillian is easy. Effortless. And strangest of all… fun.

      I tell myself it’s a fluke. She must have some hidden flaw. She did split my lip and knee me in the nuts. But she was responding to Hayes, and in that context, her behavior was not only acceptable but justified.

      What does Hayes find so offensive about her? Is it her unwillingness to fight with him? To stick up for herself? If there’s one thing my twin despises, it’s weakness. Little does he know that she attempted to send his testicles into his throat. If he knew, he’d respect the hell out of her.

      “So, how was it?” Reinhardt at the concierge asks when I come into the lobby, sweat-soaked after my run. “Did you feel the energy of the vortex?”

      “Sure did,” I lie. “Exhilarating.”

      I spent at least ten minutes standing in what was supposed to be the location of the electromagnetic energy. I felt nothing other than agitation and an aching question. Why didn’t I ask Lillian to come along? She would’ve enjoyed the vortex. And I would’ve enjoyed watching her enjoy it. Maybe I’ll ask her to come with me tomorrow. After she gets some underwear. “Where can I buy women’s underwear?”

      Reinhardt grins.

      “They’re not for me.”

      He holds up his hands. “No judgment.”

      “They’re for my associate.” I shake my head. “She needs them. I’m not buying them for her as a gift or—”

      “Whatever you say. It’s not my business.” He motions down a hallway that leads to a string of shops. “Our women’s clothing store opens at ten, but I can go ahead and let you in if you’d like to pick up what you need.”

      “Ten.” That’s in two hours. We’re supposed to meet a guide in the lobby for an excursion at nine-thirty. “Okay, I’ll do that.”

      “Right this way,” he says, motioning me to follow. “We’ll get Debra from the gift shop to help you find what you need for your lady friend.”

      “It’s not like that.”

      “I understand,” he says with a knowing grin.

      I can’t convince him that buying Lillian underwear is strictly platonic. I understand why. She’s beautiful, kind, and has a smile that lights up her face. She’s funny, smart, and quirky in a way that adds a certain cuteness to her beauty.

      She’s also my employee. And if there is one thing I refuse to do, it’s to be anything like August. Since I was a child, August has used North Industries as his own personal dating pool. He’s slept with every assistant he’s ever had—my own mother being one of them before she got pregnant. He plucked her from her reception desk and placed her in his castle.

      Being attracted to an employee would prove I’m just like him.

      I’d be smart to remember that. Often.
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        * * *

      

      Standing outside Lillian’s hotel room, I can’t decide which would be weirder—to drop the bag of panties at her door or to hand them to her personally. I go back and forth, arguing the pros and cons, but when the door opens to reveal Lillian in a fluffy bathrobe and slippers, I realize I’ve waited too long. Her hair is piled onto her head, and her face is makeup-free. She doesn’t seem the least bit self-conscious about being seen so dressed down.

      “Hudson? What are you doing here?” She looks up and down the hallway. “I thought I heard someone…” Her eyes narrow. “Were you talking to yourself?”

      Maybe.

      Her expression pales. “Am I late?”

      “No, I was just going to leave this on your door, but I didn’t want to come off creepy, and now that I’m here, I realize…” I sigh and hand her the bag, my face growing hotter by the second. “There’s no non-creepy way to do this.”

      She takes the bag and immediately looks inside.

      “You don’t have to open it—”

      “Underwear?”

      Oh God, she’s totally weirded out. As she should be.

      She plucks a pair out of the bag. Flesh-colored, silk, lace. “You bought me underwear?”

      I run a hand through my sweaty hair. “I knew we wouldn’t have time before we had to meet with our client, and the concierge offered to let me in. I didn’t look at any of them. We had a woman from the gift shop pick them out.”

      “Wow.” She peers back into the bag. “How did you know my size?”

      “I guessed.” And now she knows I’ve studied her body enough to assume her size. This could land me in HR for sexual harassment. “I’m going to grab a shower.” I make my way to my room. “I’ll meet you in the lobby at nine-thirty.”

      “Hudson, wait.”

      I stop with my hand on the doorknob and my key ready to swipe. She takes a few steps into the hallway. I catch a glimpse of her thighs through the open slit in her robe. I want to snap at her to cover up. I want to wrap her in all the fabric I can find to keep myself from noticing how smooth her skin looks and imagining what it would feel like to touch.

      “Thanks for thinking of me.”

      If she only knew the ways in which I’ve caught myself thinking of her. I groan internally and go back to looking at my door. “I wasn’t. I was thinking about our tight schedule. We can’t afford needless interruptions.” I open the door and slip inside, making sure it’s closed tightly behind me.

      I drop face-first to the bed. What the fuck am I doing.

      

  




Lillian

      “I’m sorry, did he say helicopter?” I’m hoping I heard wrong, but I can’t think of a single word that sounds like helicopter. Except maybe velociraptor. So unless this is some Jurassic Park shit, we’re going airborne. In a tiny metal bubble. And the only thing keeping us in the air is one floppy, spinning stick. I think I’d rather risk it with the dinosaur.

      Hudson is sitting next to me in the SUV that picked us up from the lobby this morning. Our guide explained that we’d be going on an aerial tour of the different canyons and valleys, then stopping for lunch and finishing off at the Anasazi ruins.

      “It’ll be fine. I promise.” He hasn’t lifted his head from his phone once since we got into the SUV and his fingers have been moving swiftly over the screen.

      I rub my hands on my khaki pants, grateful that I threw in a pair of white slip-on shoes just in case we had a casual day. I was expecting a business trip to be a lot more business than pleasure. Hudson looks fresh out of an REI catalog in jeans, flannel button-up, and brown boots. He must’ve known the trip wouldn’t be all business.

      “Did you enjoy your dinner at Yiyaa last night,” our guide asks from the driver’s seat.

      For the first time, Hudson’s eyes dart to mine. “We did.” The corner of his mouth twitches. “It was delicious.”

      “A real work of art,” I add.

      “Chef Adakai is from the Navajo Nation,” he explains. “He left the reservation to go to culinary school and ended up working in some of the most prestigious restaurants in the world.”

      “I can tell.” I refuse to look at Hudson for fear he’ll make me laugh, but I feel his gaze on me. “We left wanting more.”

      Hudson muffles his laughter with his hand and coughs to clear his throat. “So much more.”

      “Good to hear. You guys can eat there tonight. Chef’s serving a special. Ayání onishiwa'.”

      “Ohh, that sounds interesting.” I raise my brows to Hudson as if to say we should stop in for a pre-dinner dinner. “What is it?”

      “Buffalo testicles.”

      Hudson laughs, this time out loud, without a chance of hiding it.

      Our guide doesn’t laugh. “It’s a delicacy.”

      “Yum.” My stomach shrinks and folds over on itself at the thought of digging into the nut of a buffalo. “Can’t wait.”

      A sleek black and white helicopter comes into view out of the windshield. Hudson indulges our guide in a million questions about all the parts of a buffalo and what they’re used for, but I’m incapable of keeping up with the conversation as images of my impending death take forefront in my mind.

      There are two spaces humans don’t belong—the ocean and the sky. After all, if we were intended to swim, we’d have fins. To fly, we’d have wings. There’s something entirely unnatural about soaring through the air when our body design and the laws of gravity make it clear we’re meant to stay on the ground.

      The SUV pulls to a stop, and Hudson’s voice rumbles through the backseat. I don’t realize how heavily I’m leaning against the door until it opens, and I nearly fall, face first, onto the asphalt. A firm grip on my elbow stops me. I look over to see Hudson, whose brows are pinched together.

      “Didn’t want to lose you.” He releases his hold and flashes an apologetic smile.

      The skin on my inner arm stays warm long after he releases his hold. But I refuse to focus on why that is as I’m escorted to the death trap. Hudson rocks gently into my shoulder and leans in close. “If you don’t want to do this—”

      “I don’t.” When I turn toward him, our faces are too close to be considered professional. “But if I don’t do it,” I whisper, “I’ll never forgive myself.” How often does a girl like me get a chance to do something like this? I refuse to miss out because I gave in to my fears.

      He pulls back, a smile tugging at his lips.

      “Mr. and Mrs. North.”

      Our heads whip around to face a man standing at the open door of the helicopter.

      “I’m Neal Randall.” He offers his hand. “Your pilot and tour guide.”

      “Please,” Hudson says, shaking the man’s hand. “Call me Hudson.” He motions toward me, and the man extends his hand my way. “And this is Ms. Gillingham, my associate. Not my wife.”

      For some stupid reason, the clarification of our relationship makes me blush. Maybe I should’ve been the one to make the correction first. Sooner. Did I let the man’s assumption linger too long? As if I may have enjoyed the misunderstanding? Wanted to bask in it a minute longer?

      No. That’s pitiful and absurd.

      “Lillian,” I say and discreetly wipe my sweaty palm before shaking his hand.

      “Welcome to Sedona.” He motions for us to climb into the helicopter. “There’s no better view than from the sky.”

      “Agree to disagree,” I mumble to myself.

      The helicopter is small, with only three available seats in the back. I slide into the far side by the window, and Hudson follows behind me. He takes the opposite window, leaving only enough space for a small child to sit between us.

      The pilot gives us a short rundown on safety belts and headsets, then climbs into the cockpit. He turns on the engine, and my pulse races. I can’t decide if looking out the window or closing my eyes feels better, so I alternate doing both. His voice comes through the headset with a brief history of Sedona just as we lift off the ground. I gasp at the movement. My hand reaches out for something to hold onto. Hudson’s forearm is the closest available thing, so I grab on tight and try to focus on my breathing.

      Minutes later, we’re soaring smoothly through the sky. And it’s only then I calm enough to realize Hudson’s hand is resting gently on top of mine.

      

  




Hudson

      “I admit, I’ve never actually been on a business trip before,” Lillian says as she balances from stone to stone in a shallow creek. “But this is not at all what I expected business trips to be like.”

      The helicopter landed on a stretch of land owned by It’oh, and we walked a short distance to a nearby stream. Our pilot produced a basket complete with a blanket and picnic food. He told us to enjoy, take our time, and he’d be waiting for us at the chopper when we’re ready. The cool breeze, warm sunshine, and chirping birds create a textbook setting for relaxation, and yet, I’m finding it difficult to chill the fuck out.

      Between Lillian’s attempt to climb a tree and her insistence that she could cross the stream without getting wet, I’m far from relaxed. With her tan pants rolled up to her knees and her bare feet on a mossy rock, she teeters with her arms out for balance. Alert and ready to jump into action to save her from herself, my muscles stay tense and my nerves frayed.

      “This is very much a business trip.” I mostly remind myself. “But it’s unique, that’s for sure.”

      She hops to a downed log and balances on that, even as stream water trickles beneath it. “There is very little business happening.” She hops to another stone and looks at me. “You didn’t really need me here at all.”

      Why lie? She’s right. “That’s true.”

      “So why am I here?” She squats, puts her hand into the frigid water, and pulls out a rounded white rock.

      “You split my lip and crunched my nuts thinking I was your boss. I assumed you needed the break.”

      She cringes at the reminder. “I really am sorry about that.” She stands, wobbles, and then tosses the rock across the water, where it falls with a pronounced kerplunk. “You saved my job.”

      “Not me, my balls.” Way to keep it professional, idiot! Being out here in nature, with the sun through the trees, a crisp breeze, and Lillian messing around with such childlike abandon, it’s too easy to forget that this is not a personal interaction but a professional one.

      Her grin is wide and a little bashful. So pretty. “Right—whoa!” She slips, and both feet end up submerged, but thankfully the rest of her stays dry. “Oh, my God, it’s cold!” There’s no snow on the ground here, but there are patches in places that have yet to melt. She squeals and races to dry land.

      Dropping down beside me, she closes her eyes to the sun. Under the light and the proximity, I can see a dusting of freckles on her nose and cheeks that I bet grow darker in the summer. “Do you ever think about leaving the city?” She keeps her eyes closed.

      “No.” I pick up a pebble and flip it over in my hand. “I wouldn’t know what to do with myself outside the city.”

      She makes a low humming noise and finally opens her eyes. She searches around as if looking for a new challenge.

      “You?”

      The soft breeze blows strands of her blond hair across her face, and I imagine, in a non-professional situation, tucking the loose locks behind her ear. “Not until now. I could get used to this.”

      I watch as her eyes land on a sheer rock face that juts up about eight feet.

      Her gaze narrows on the object. “I think I could climb that.”

      “Please don’t.”

      Ignoring me, she jumps up and heads for the rock face.

      “Goddammit,” I mutter to myself.

      “Have you ever been rock climbing?” She tilts her head back, eyeing the stone wall. “There’s a gym I used to go to in Florida that had indoor rock climbing. I’ve never tried the real thing, though.” She reaches for a swell in the stone, something to get her fingers around. “Can’t be all that different.”

      “Lillian.” This is such a bad idea. She could fall, break a bone, hit her head.

      She pulls herself up. Her bare foot finds a toe-sized outcropping to brace against. “I think the key is—” She slips and drops to her ass.

      I jump to my feet and rush to her. “Are you hurt?” I search for signs of blood and broken bones.

      “I’m going to try again.”

      “No.” I reach for her hand and pull her to her feet. “That’s enough for today.” My heart still pounding, I pull her toward the blanket. “Sit.”

      “If I get a better grip—”

      “No. As your boss, I forbid it.” I run a hand through my hair, feeling like an ass for ruining her fun. Does the woman ever sit still?

      “Party pooper,” she says, grinning. Thankfully, she listens and plops her ass on the blanket. She drinks half a bottle of water while staring blindly out at the creek.

      I not-so-patiently wait for my pulse to slow and my muscles to release their tension.

      “Have you ever been married?”

      I jolt at the abrupt subject change. “No. Have you?”

      “No.” She picks at the fabric of the blanket. “But I want to.” She exhales hard and lays back, propped up by her elbows. “Someday.”

      “Marriage seems like a lot of work.”

      She shrugs. “Most things worthwhile are.”

      I don’t know about that. Watching my parents navigate their dysfunctional marriage looks like way more trouble than it’s worth. The only enviable relationship I’ve ever seen is Alexander and Jordan, but they’re so new. Plenty of time for the whole thing to fall to shit.

      “I don’t think I’ll find a life partner in New York.”

      I pick up two pebbles and study them intently. “No?” I reach for a third.

      “Nah. Too many workaholics. People in New York seem to forget there’s more to life than a paycheck.”

      “Paychecks are important.” Why do I sound so defensive?

      “They are. But they’re not everything.”

      “What about the guy who called you the other night?” I toss a pebble so hard it skips to the opposite bank of the stream. “Aaron?”

      Her gaze snaps to mine. “Aaron’s my brother.”

      Oh shit. I didn’t consider they might be related. The way she answered the phone, apologizing as if she were a pet caught peeing on the floor, I assumed Aaron was a jealous boyfriend. But her brother? I never would’ve guessed that.

      “He’s protective of you.”

      Her expression turns blank. It’s as if an invisible shield drops over her eyes, locking me out. “Not really.” She sits up and wraps her arms around her shins as if her body is mimicking what her mind is doing—creating a barrier around herself.

      I’m grateful for the reinstalled boundaries. I don’t cross personal and professional lines, don’t engage in anything beyond casual small talk. Talking about marriage and family is too intimate for a working relationship. The sooner we get back on track the better.

      “We should get going.” I toss what’s left of our picnic back into the basket.

      “Yeah,” she says solemnly. She makes a cute grunt sound as she stands. “I’ll meet you at the helicopter.” Her eyes widen. “Wow, that’s something I never thought I’d say.” She makes her way downriver.

      “Where are you going?”

      “I have to pee!”

      So much for keeping things professional.

      Funny, I think this is the first time a woman has ever told me she has to pee. Contrary to what people choose to believe about me, my dating experience is not impressive. Sharing my life with someone else and being available to another person is an extra burden I intentionally avoid. I’ve never liked a woman enough to want to inconvenience myself to be with her. Sure, there have been a few women who have been happy to fit themselves into my life and around my schedule, but eventually, their patience runs thin, and they always want more. We never reached the level of intimacy where we’d discuss bathroom behavior.

      Marriage and family aren’t in the cards for me. I was sixteen years old when I vowed to never marry, never bring children into a world where they had to bear the weight of the North family name. My brothers and I are all aware of one painful truth.

      Bringing a child into the world is hard enough.

      To carry on the North family legacy is something we want to avoid at all costs.
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        * * *

      

      We flew over the Grand Canyon and caught a fiery orange and pink sunset from the sky. I’ve been around the world and have never seen so many colors at once. From the red and purple rocks to the painted sky, it’s easy to believe, like the natives, that gods live and thrive in nature.

      Back in the SUV and on our way to the hotel, we drive through town, where the streets are decorated with Christmas lights. Which feels weird with all the sun and little snow on the ground. Our driver hits stop-and-go traffic, giving us plenty of time to take in the festivities on Main Street. We look out at restaurants, boutiques, and a ton of shops selling crystals. We notice signs boasting alien tours and healing excursions. Side streets are blocked off, and tents line the sidewalks.

      “What’s going on?” Lillian asks, her nose pressed to her window. “It looks like a street fair.”

      “Winter Solstice,” our driver says. “People from all the local tribes—Hopi, Yavapai, Apache, Navajo—gather to share food, crafts, music, and ceremony.”

      “Is this on our itinerary? It looks like fun.”

      “In your short time here, Mr. Chatto insists you both soak up the luxury of Tséé.”

      Lillian doesn’t respond, but her face stays pressed to the window, and she takes in the festivities.

      Our driver pulls up to the hotel and comes around to open our door. I thank him, slip him a hefty tip, then head indoors to the elevator.

      “Mr. North.” Reinhardt’s loafers eat up the tiled floors between us at a clipped rate. “How was your excursion?’

      “Goo—”

      “How long does the Winter Solstice Festival go on for?” Lillian’s eyes flash with childlike excitement.

      “It runs through tomorrow. Ends after New Year’s Eve,” Reinhardt answers. “I was told you both will be joining us again for dinner tonight. I took the liberty of making reservations.”

      The excitement in her eyes fizzles out.

      “Thank you, Reinhardt.” I make a move toward the elevator. “I have some phone calls to make, and I need to clean up for dinner.”

      When the elevator door closes, she turns to me. “Are we really choosing to eat buffalo balls rather than go to the festival tonight?”

      “No fucking way am I eating buffalo balls.”

      She covers her mouth, but I can see the smile in her eyes.

      “Excuse my language.”

      She drops her hand and clears her throat. “I’m just glad we’re on the same page. So what time are we sneaking out to go and have some real fun?”

      The elevator pings, and we walk closely and talk quietly as if being overheard might ruin our plans.

      “I’ll call the restaurant and cancel our reservation.”

      “What will you tell them?” She seems a little worried, which is kind of cute.

      “If they ask, I’ll say that after the long day, we’re going to skip dinner tonight.”

      She bites her lip and nods. “Hmm. Good idea. How about at six o’clock on the dot? We’ll take the stairs to the pool level. From there, I think we can get to the parking lot and call an Uber.”

      I stop at her door.

      “It’s our double secret covert escape!” She smiles up at me in a way that draws me to her lips.

      I catch myself and step back. “See you at six.”

      She looks down the hallway and back. “Should we wear all black?” she whispers.

      I lick my lips to avoid laughing. “I don’t think that’s necessary.”

      “I’m going to anyway.” She runs her key card and opens her door.

      Jesus, what is wrong with me? Playing games, acting like we’re kids sneaking out. Even when I was a kid, I wasn’t allowed to act like one. We were pawned off to an overworked and underpaid nanny. August demanded perfect behavior, while my mom drank herself to sleep every afternoon. It wasn’t until we turned eighteen that we got any real freedom to fuck around. And fuck around we did, some of us leaving a trail of carnage in our wake.

    

  







            SEVEN

          

        

      

    

    




      Lillian

      “I know I’m early, but—” My words fall off when I notice that Hudson answered the door wearing nothing but a pair of black joggers.

      I’m suddenly aware of my own heartbeat as I take in the flat plains of his chest that flow into an abdomen rippled with muscle. His skin is darker than what I’d expect from a New York executive. He’s either a regular at a tanning salon, or he must get more topless outdoor exercise than most. I can’t imagine it’s the former. As confident as he seems, he doesn’t strike me as being all that consumed with his own image.

      “Lillian?”

      I lift my gaze from the light sprinkling of dark hair on his chest. I bring my lips back together. “I’m early.”

      His eyes narrow, but the corner of his mouth ticks up. “You already said that.”

      My cheeks warm, and I try to look anywhere but at his bare chest. “Right.”

      He shoves his hands into his pockets, drawing my eyes to the area between his pockets. “I need a minute to get dressed.”

      “I can see that.”

      His brows lift playfully, and that smile widens.

      “I mean…” I close my eyes. It’s the only way to not get caught staring. “I’ll wait for you out here.”

      “Come on in. I’ll only be a minute.”

      Is he laughing? It sounds like he’s laughing.

      I have to open my eyes to follow him into his room, but I keep them lowered. I head directly to the window to study the landscape. Stay put! I wrestle my weak ocular muscles, which are fighting to dart to where Hudson is pulling items from his suitcase. His broad, muscular back flexes with every movement.

      “So…”

      I force my face closer to the window.

      “You went with all black, huh?” He’s referring to my black slacks and turtleneck sweater.

      “It’s the best I could do with what I had.” I had to choose between black heels or my white, casual slip-ons. I went for comfort. Not very stealthy.

      The sound of his bare shuffling feet is followed by the shnick of the closing bathroom door. I exhale hard, relieved that I can take the grip off my eyeballs. I just saw my boss—temporary boss—half-naked. No big deal. Everyone has a body. I just wish seeing his didn’t make me so confused.

      There’s nothing wrong with appreciating a perfect male specimen.

      That’s all I was doing. Appreciating.

      It’s not as if I was imagining my hands all over that tan skin.

      Not too much, anyway.

      His hotel room is annoyingly tidy. There’s not an item out of place. Not a dirty glass or towel on the floor. Nothing like the tornado of clothes and toiletries I have on every surface in my room.

      The sound of his phone vibrating on the table makes me jump. I debate whether or not I should answer it. I am his assistant—associate—after all. In the end, I let the call go to voicemail. Answering his personal phone is probably a boundary I shouldn’t cross. But apparently, snooping is a boundary I’m happy to step right over.

      The caller ID says N. Just N? And with no last name listed, I’m guessing it’s not a business call. Is N a woman he’s dating? N could be an old college friend. I had a boyfriend named Quin, and everyone called him Q. Either way, a nickname programmed into a phone implies a level of intimacy between friends or lovers.

      The bathroom door opens. I scamper back to the window and try to slow my racing pulse. Did he see me looking at his phone? Would he say something if he did? I wipe my sweaty palms on my slacks. When I turn around, I try for a casual, unaffected expression.

      His brows drop. “You feeling okay?”

      Taking inventory of my face, I realize I probably look like a gassy baby. “I only feel excited. Are you ready?” I make for the door, racing away from the scene of the crime.

      “Do you want to grab a coat?” he asks my back. “It’ll be cold out there.”

      “I’m fine.”

      He tucks his phone into the inner pocket of a leather jacket without checking the screen, completely unconcerned about a missed call. He dresses like he’s styled by a professional in dark blue jeans, a white button-up shirt, and the brown boots he wore earlier today. He runs a hand through his hair, and no matter which way it falls, it always looks artfully placed. Lucky.

      “Here is your mission, should you choose to accept it,” I say as we head into the hallway for the staircase rather than the elevator. “Escape the hotel undetected.”

      He opens the staircase door for me—my God, he smells amazing. “You know we don’t have to do this, right? We could walk out through the lobby. We don’t owe an explanation to anyone.”

      “Sure, but where’s the fun in that.” He smells like fresh-cut wood and leather, and I regret not lingering a little longer to take a deeper whiff.

      His deep chuckle reverberates behind me. “Then lead the way, double oh seven.”

      We take the stairs down to the pool level, and I crack the door to peer outside before I dart out and stick close to the shadows.

      “I’ll get us an Uber.” Hudson walks right down the center of the lighted pathway, with the screen of his phone lighting up his face.

      I pause near a giant cactus. “You’re not being very stealthy,” I whisper-hiss.

      “I am.” He’s not even using his indoor voice. “I activated a cloaking device. You’re the only one who can see me.”

      “Good idea.” My toe catches on a rock that sends me careening forward. Thankfully, I catch myself before I eat dirt.

      “Might be a good idea if you walked in the light, too.” He’s holding back his laughter.

      I join him on the sidewalk that will take us to the backside of the hotel to wait for our Uber.

      As we turn the corner, we slam directly into Alfred and his friendly smile.

      “Oh, Jesus,” I squawk and jump back a step.

      The Batman-butler only smiles bigger. “Am I that scary?”

      “Not at all.” I place my hand over my racing heart, willing it to chill. “I just wasn’t expecting you.” The one person we were trying to avoid. Does he have a tracking device on these key cards? Maybe he’s really a spy in a butler costume.

      “Are you two lost?” The weathered skin around his eyes is etched with concern.

      “We’re not.” Hudson acts naturally casual on the spot. Meanwhile, I’m shifting on my feet as if we’ve been caught by the principal for ditching school. “We’re waiting for a car to take us to the Winter Solstice Festival.”

      “You need dinner first.” His face lights with excitement. “The chef’s special is—”

      “Buffalo nuts,” I blurt. “We know.”

      Alfred’s smile falls a fraction.

      “Sounds like a culinary experience we wouldn’t soon forget, but we’ll have to pass.” Hudson lifts a chin toward a vehicle headed our way. “Looks like our ride is here.”

      “Have a great night.” The man doesn’t look too offended.

      Hudson opens the car door for me. “Mission failed,” he says softly, almost into my ear, as I squeeze past him.

      I shiver a little at the combination of his deep voice and warm presence.

      “Still think you don’t need that jacket?” He scoots in beside me with a knowing smirk.

      Guess I’m not as good at undercover as I thought.

      

  




Hudson

      “I’m so full,” Lillian says before she takes one last bite of soup and throws her paper bowl into the trash.

      We’ve been eating our way through the festival one booth at a time. From bison jerky and prickly pear margaritas to corn cakes and Three Sisters Soup with a million samples in between, we’ve tasted every part of traditional and modern native cooking.

      The temperature has dropped, but the atmosphere remains warm, thanks to space heaters and body heat from the thousands in attendance.

      “Indian fry bread? We need some of that.” Lillian makes a beeline for a table where the scent of fried dough and sweet honey tempts anyone within a one-mile radius.

      “I thought you said you were full.”

      Her eyes widen when a woman drizzles honey over hot bread fresh from the frier. “I can make room for this.” She pays and takes the dessert. Her eyes close at the first bite. “Oh my God,” she mumbles through a full mouth. “This has to be so much better than buffalo balls.” She takes another bite, then hands it to me. “You have to try it.”

      “I’m good.”

      She shoves it toward me again. “Don’t be a baby. Try it.”

      “I’m sure it’s delicious, but I don’t need to—”

      “I don’t have cooties.”

      “I’m not worried you do.”

      “Here.” She flips the thing around to the side that is untouched by her mouth and offers it to me again. “One bite.”

      “Why are you force-feeding me?”

      “Bite!”

      “Fine!” I lean down and take a healthy bite, mostly so she’ll get off my back and—oh, wow… “Holy shit,” I say through a mouthful of warm, fluffy dough, “that’s amazing.”

      “See! I told you.”

      We stroll down the street, taking turns with the fried bread and looking at each booth that offers some variation of Native American cuisine. Lillian finds a way to strike up a conversation with everyone. The woman likes to talk. And I’m getting an unexpected level of enjoyment watching her.

      “Let’s head to the arts section.” She tugs on my jacket sleeve. “I want to get a souvenir—oh, look! A bouncy house!” She hooks her hand into the crook of my elbow.

      I startle a little at the contact, even though, so lost in her excitement, she doesn’t seem to notice she’s even touching me.

      “We have to jump in the bouncy house!”

      “Why? We’re not six years old.”

      She drags me closer to the jungle-themed contraption, complete with inflated palm trees, monkeys, and bananas decorating the entrance. “Because it’ll be fun.” She whirls around, her pale blue eyes dancing. “You do remember what fun is, don’t you?”

      “My idea of fun isn’t making a fool out of myself in front of a bunch of kids.”

      “Why not?” She toes off her shoes. “Kids don’t care if you look like an idiot.”

      “You go ahead.”

      “You’re missing out,” she calls as she ducks through the strips of green plastic made to look like hanging vines.

      Within one minute, she’s laughing with the kids, jumping in a blur of black, with her golden hair flying in every direction. I don’t mean to stare, so I pull out my phone, sure that there’s an email I can attend to, but her laughter keeps my eyes from the screen. I’ve never heard a sound so authentic, free from the constraint of social expectation or acceptance. Have I ever met a person who gets this much joy from something so simple and childish? Lillian balks at a three-Michelin-star meal and finds a contagious kind of joy from a bouncy house.

      She’s breathing hard as she has an in-depth discussion with the kids about what she dressed up as for Halloween and who would win in a fight between Sophia the First and someone named Doc McStuffins. A little girl asks her where Lillian’s mom is and if she wants to have a playdate tomorrow.

      “See that guy there?” Lillian points me out to her new friends. “He’s afraid of bouncy houses.”

      The group of littles reply in multiple forms of shock.

      An evil smirk tilts her lips. “I think he might feel brave enough to try if you guys go talk to him.”

      “Oh, come on…” I grumble.

      Three kids who I wouldn’t guess to be older than five come barreling toward me.

      “Don’t be scared!”

      “My little sister isn’t even afraid!”

      “You can hold my hand.” A small hand slips into mine and holds on. The little girl with bright brown eyes and black hair tilts her head back to look up at me, and something warm seeps into my chest. “Just hold on, okay?”

      Only an asshole would say no to that face.

      I kick off my shoes and let her drag me to the bouncy house. The kids are still shouting their encouragement while Lillian dissolves into a fit of laughter.

      “Don’t be a wussy!” one of the boys calls out while jumping furiously.

      I release the little girl’s hand and walk straight into Lillian’s space. Her laughter dies, and I watch her throat bob with a hard swallow.

      “I’m going to pay you back for this,” I say low so the kids don’t hear, which makes my voice rumble.

      A spark fires in her eyes. “You’ll have to catch me first.”

      I lunge, and she takes off running. My fingers brush the back of her sweater, but she’s too fast to grab. I chase after her, careful to avoid children as they bounce into my path. The kids squeal with every swipe of my hand. She bobs, weaves, jumps, and ducks, always narrowly escaping my grasp. One kid falls in front of her, and she jumps over him. I spin and jump over his downed body. I manage to grab her around the waist. She stumbles. Turns. We fall together, me on top with one arm around her lower back and the other cradling her head. Our noses are less than an inch apart, and I can smell the sweet honey on her breath.

      “You got me,” she breathes.

      I swipe my thumb along her cheek, pushing away the hair that clings there and watching the path my finger makes against her smooth skin. “I told you I would.”

      Her warm, soft body cradles mine. She feels like heaven beneath me. My stomach muscles harden with the strength it takes to keep from flexing my hips forward, searching for a deeper, more intimate connection. Craving the friction of her body and mine. The rise and fall of her chest and her frantic pulse cast images of us together with fewer clothes and no audience.

      “Eww, they’re going to French kiss!”

      The kids erupt in giggles.

      I roll away from a smiling Lillian. “We are not going to kiss.”

      “French kiss means with your tongue,” one boy shouts and then moves his tongue around in a gross mocking of a kiss.

      “Okay, that’s enough.” Lillian pushes to stand and offers me a hand.

      I take it, pull her down, then hop to my feet. “Payback.”

      She moves to stand up but swings her leg out and takes both of my feet out from under me.

      I slam to the inflated floor.

      “I can’t believe that worked,” she says, laughing. “I’ve only seen that in movies!”

      This time, I stand up a good distance away so she can’t drop me again. She takes the opposite side of the bouncy house, her molten gaze fixed on mine.

      What are we doing? Flirting? Foreplay? Because the deep tug I feel in my stomach says that whatever we’re doing is more than two colleagues killing time at a festival. But that’s all it can be. I hardly date, and if I do, I certainly don’t date within my company. It goes against everything I stand for. So why can’t I get the image of Lillian and me, twisted and sweaty in bed together, out of my mind?

      Everything I’m feeling is wrong. Unethical. Destructive. I know it’s wrong because it feels too good to be right.

      

  




Lillian

      “There’s no way I’m going to be able to smuggle all this to my room.” My attempt to joke does nothing to alleviate the embarrassment of my purchases.

      Hudson is loading my arms up with bags from the trunk of our Uber. “I don’t think you left anything there for anyone else to buy.”

      He’s exaggerating, but only slightly. I couldn’t be expected to resist the gorgeous Navajo blanket made on an authentic loom, or nesting baskets, or the clay pot that will make the perfect home for my indoor plant. I also wanted to bring home some native honey, blue cornmeal, and wild rice. But my very favorite buy is the Eagle Dancer Kachina doll made of hand-carved wood and leather with a real bird feather wingspan that stretches a foot wide.

      “Maybe I did go a little overboard.”

      He hands me a small bag that holds a pair of turquoise earrings that I forgot I bought. “Good thing we’re flying private, or we’d have to get another suitcase to get all this back.” He reaches into the bottom of the trunk and…

      Shit. And the dreamcatcher.

      I reach for it, feeling a blush from my neck to my hair.

      “I got it.” He takes a few of the bigger items and, with a free hand, closes the trunk.

      Only when I get an eyeful of my purchases does the rebound depression kick in. I used my credit card as if I had an endless supply of money. I spent money I don’t have. At the time, it all felt so good, flooding my brain with little bursts of dopamine every time I walked away with a new possession. And when that feeling faded, I’d buy something else. Now here I am with too many beautiful things for one person to own, let alone one studio apartment to hold. All the more reason I need my own apartment.

      I walk through the lobby with my head down to avoid making eye contact with anyone that might make my buyer’s remorse worse.

      “Are you looking forward to tomorrow?” Hudson asks, pulling me from my self-punishing thoughts.

      When I don’t answer right away, he clarifies.

      “Your spa day.” His brows lift as if expecting a reply.

      “Sure, yeah,” I say absently. I can’t remember agreeing to a spa day, but not remembering is typical. “When is that?”

      His eyes narrow. “Tomorrow.”

      “I mean,” I say and shake my head, “what time?”

      “Nine?” The way he says the time is like he’s asking me Are you okay in the head?

      We step out of the elevator and, with my arms loaded with things, Hudson helps me get my key and opens my door. He walks inside my room and sets the items he carried on the table.

      “Are you going to the spa tomorrow?” I ask with my back to him while I put my load onto the bed.

      He chuckles. “I’m not much of a spa guy.”

      “You don’t like massages and saunas?” Not that I’d blame him. I’m not the biggest fan either, but probably for a completely different reason.

      He shoves his hands into his pockets. “Being touched by strangers and sweating? No. I don’t.” His jaw flexes beneath beard-stubbled skin. “I don’t like being naked and vulnerable and without control.”

      Interesting confession. “Sounds like a family trait. Not the naked part, but the vulnerable and without control part.”

      He grins slightly and agrees. “Very true.” He sucks in an audible breath and blows it out. “I had fun tonight, Lillian.” He says it like he’s surprised.

      “I did too. I uh…” I force myself to look at all my purchases and face my mistake. My cheeks warm. “I went a little crazy with the souvenirs.”

      “You supported local tribes. I think that’s honorable. But… If you insist on regret, then regret making those kids drag me into the bounce house.”

      The memory of him in the jungle house tempers my bad feelings about overspending. “Not a chance in hell. That was by far the best part of the night.” Especially the part where we got close. Too close.

      He doesn’t respond, only watches me with a thoughtful expression.

      “What?”

      He blinks. “Nothing. It’s late.” He heads for the door. “Tomorrow’s our last day.” He opens the door and makes a half turn to look back at me. “Try to relax. North Industries is about to get slammed with clients, so tomorrow might be the last opportunity to breathe easy for a while.”

      I groan internally but force a smile. “Will do.”

      He looks to the floor, then back up at me. He does that lip-licking thing and flashes a lazy smile. “Goodnight, Lillian.”

      I swallow hard. “Goodnight, Hudson.” My voice cracks a little on his name.

      I’m terrified to think too hard about why.

    

  







            EIGHT

          

        

      

    

    




      Lillian

      If this entire trip, from the private jet and helicopter to the restaurant that serves edible art, is considered luxury, then the hotel’s spa is beyond categorization. I was greeted by a female Alfred type, my own personal spa attendant, who led me to a private dressing room with its own fireplace. A kettle of hot water for tea sat beside a French press filled with coffee. The robe and slippers were not simple terrycloth but something that felt more like cashmere. The floor-to-ceiling window overlooks a water garden paradise complete with a waterfall. And the glittering and cascading sound of a harp poured from overhead speakers.

      I almost feel guilty putting my everyday peasant clothes into the cherrywood closet. I make myself a cup of tea using a bag filled with an assortment of tiny, dried flowers. I don’t even care if it tastes bad. I’ve never had flower tea before.

      The chaise lounge is overstuffed, and a soft, thick blanket is folded at its foot. Is it possible to make a space any more comforting? I bundle up under the blanket, sip my tea, which tastes exactly how I assumed flower water would taste, and watch the flames dance in my own personal fireplace. Female Alfred told me she’d be in to get me for my first treatment. I probably should’ve asked which would be first. A facial? Massage? Maybe a manicure?

      The restlessness starts in my feet. I shake them, hoping to expend the bound-up energy inside them, but that electricity moves into my legs. How long have I been sitting here? An hour? There is no clock on the wall, and my phone is in the closet with my clothes. Relax. Do not give in and grab the phone. I close my eyes and focus on the harp. I open my eyes and watch the dancing fire. My legs are really bouncing now, so much I can hardly keep my tea in the mug.

      “Screw it.” I kick off the blanket and set my teacup down to grab my phone. “Six minutes?” I’ve only been here for six minutes?

      It’s going to be a long day.

      I walk around the small room and study every piece of furniture. There is no television or WIFI, so after only a few minutes, I’ve run out of things to help me pass the time.

      This isn’t going to work.

      I head out in search of help. The spa is a labyrinth of hallways lined with private rooms. Every guest has an attendant, and after I’ve passed a few of them in search of my own, one of them speaks.

      “Are you lost?” she asks.

      “No, but I think my attendant is. She was supposed to take me to my first treatment.”

      The woman pulls out a smartphone and touches the screen. “Who is your attendant?”

      I can’t exactly say Female Alfred. “Brunette. About this tall,” I say and show her with my hand. “That’s all I remember.”

      She looks at me with a professionally polite smile, which I hate. I’d much rather know what she’s really thinking. Though it’s not hard to guess that she thinks I’m some rich, entitled asshole too privileged to be bothered by having to remember someone’s name.

      “What’s your name?” my hallway helper says with a tight jaw.

      “Lillian Gillingham.”

      She starts swiping at her screen.

      “I’ve never been good with names. I can usually do a word association that helps, but I was so sidetracked when I got here.” I don’t want her to think I’m heartless. “Caught up in all the decadence—”

      “Julia.” She over pronounces the name as if that might help me remember.

      Now it’s me with a tight jaw. “Thanks.”

      Shuffling footsteps come down the hallway, and Julia appears flustered.

      “Ms. Gillingham, I’m so sorry for the misunderstanding. Your first treatment isn’t for another thirty minutes.”

      “Then why did I have to get here so early?”

      Her chin tucks in a fraction. “Guests enjoy lounging in their private rooms before their service.”

      “I don’t. I’ll just walk around if that’s okay?”

      Her expression is professional, but the look in her eyes asks me why I’m being difficult. “Let’s see if we can get you into your first treatment early. Follow me.”

      I follow behind her, thinking I should really be enjoying this more than I am. What woman wouldn’t saw off an arm for the opportunity to be in my cashmere slippers right now?

      She leads me by a hot tub and a lobby where an actual woman is playing an actual harp.

      I stop and stare. “A real harp!”

      Female Alfred—Julia—startles and tries to play off her shock with a shaky smile. “This way,” she says in a bright, albeit tense, voice.

      “You guys don’t cut corners, do you.”

      “No, ma’am, we don’t.” She leads me into a room decorated in dark wood and white tiled walls. The only light is by candles. I fight the urge to plug my nose against the smell of rotten eggs.

      “What is that?” It’s obviously a bathtub, but it’s filled with what looks and smells like the contents of two-hundred port-a-potties.

      “Mud bath.” Her smile is bright and proud.

      “Okay, but what’s in it?”

      Her cool demeanor slips a little as she clearly picks up on my displeasure. “Our baths are comprised of local mud rich in minerals and—”

      “Is that what I smell?” I can’t help it, I plug my nose. “Minerals,” I say, my voice nasally.

      She clears her throat. “Yes, ma’am. Probably the sulfur.”

      Great. I imagine what Hudson is doing right now. Is he sleeping in? On a conference call? Maybe he’s playing golf or catching up on a good book. Whatever he’s doing, I’d give anything to trade places with him.

      

  




Hudson

      “What do you mean you haven’t had a chance to pitch the second hotel yet?” Hayes’ voice trembles with anger. “You went to do one thing. One. Jesus, Hudson, what have you been doing all this time? You made it seem like you’d be able to close the deal in twenty-four hours. What’s the hang-up?”

      Lounging in my hotel room, I sip my bourbon and stare at the full moon. I spent all day trying to track Chatto down to talk business. This morning he was unavailable, and in the afternoon, he had a meeting, which only leaves tonight. The New Year’s Eve party here in the hotel. I would usually refuse to talk business at a party, but tonight is the only chance I have left. Because Hayes is right, I should’ve been more proactive. Should’ve pitched the idea and at least received a verbal commitment by now. I admit that I lost focus. Became distracted. By Lillian.

      “I’ll talk to him tonight.”

      “I expect you have an Oscar-winning pitch ready because this is your last chance, asshole.”

      “I do.” The same pitch I’ve had planned since we got here. Point out the success of Tséé and remind him that he’d be stupid not to build another, although not in those exact words.

      “I should’ve gone,” Hayes grumbles. “You’re too fucking nice.”

      I grin because only Hayes sees kindness as a weakness.

      “Having that little twit with you can’t be helping.”

      “Hayes—”

      “She trip over her own feet and choke on her tongue yet?”

      I lean forward in my seat, preparing for a fight, even though he can’t see me. My lips curl against my teeth, and the urge to break my brother’s jaw rides me hard. “Take it back.”

      “What…? What the fuck are you talking about? Take what back?”

      “What you said about Lillian.”

      I’m met with silence.

      Then, a low chuckle.

      “Oh, shit…” Hayes says in breathless disbelief. “You’ve got to be joking.”

      “Not even a little.” I clench my teeth so hard that my temples pound.

      He groans, and I hear the joints of his desk chair squeal as if he just threw all his weight back into it. “You’re fucking Gillingham.”

      “Are you insane?” Even while the words are still in my mouth, a flash of heat washes over me. The last ten seconds of our conversation play through my head, and I see it like a movie behind my eyes.

      I defended her to him. Fuck.

      “You crazy son of a bitch.” Hayes chuckles.

      I press my fingertips to my forehead, eyes closed, grateful he can’t see me. “You know you just called your own mom a bitch, too, right?”

      “Tell me what happened. I need a good laugh.”

      “Nothing.”

      “Let me guess… She got hammered and threw herself at you.”

      “No.”

      “Two of you, alone at a beautiful resort, fine dining, and expensive booze. You haven’t been with a woman in what? Decades? I don’t blame you for giving in—”

      “I did not have sex with Lillian.”

      “She’s got a smokin’ body—”

      “Hayes.” A surge of anger builds inside me. “She’s your employee. Have some fucking respect.”

      “You’re telling me to have some fucking respect? I’m not the one banging her.”

      “I’m not banging her—who even talks like that? You’re thirty-two, not twenty-three.”

      I’m met with silence, followed by a low whistle. “Yep, you’re totally banging her.”

      “I am not sleeping with my associate. Now please shut the fuck up, or someone will overhear you and sell the story to the highest bidder. As if you need more work keeping North Industries’ sex sagas out of The Times. Or is August not keeping you busy enough?”

      “Ha! So you admit—”

      “Nothing is going on!” I fist my free hand and imagine slamming it into Hayes’ nose. “I defend her because you’re an angry prick who picks on vulnerable women. You always have been. And Lillian doesn’t deserve it.”

      “What the fuck is that supposed to mean?”

      “I think you know.”

      A few beats of silence stretch between us.

      “You’re bringing up old shit again, huh?” His voice has lost all humor, and there’s an undercurrent of rage that makes his words sharper.

      “Old shit…” I laugh, but the sound is far from funny. “You really are heartless.”

      Dead air.

      He hung up on me.

      I take that as a victory and down the rest of my drink.

      Lillian and I have to be downstairs in thirty minutes for the New Year’s Eve festivities. One more night, and we’re back in New York. Surely, we can get through it, platonic friendship and work relationship intact.

      New Year’s Eve doesn’t have to be romantic.

      The sooner we get through the night and go our separate ways, the better.

    

  







            NINE

          

        

      

    

    




      Lillian

      We arrived at Yiyaa fifteen minutes ago and went straight to the bar. It was more crowded than we’d seen since our arrival—triple the resort’s current occupancy, if I had to guess. We end up meeting a man and two women who were all involved in some aspect of bringing the resort’s plan to fruition—interior design, lighting, doors, and windows. We order drinks and fall into easy conversation, mostly revolving around the resort, but I find it hard to relax because I feel Hudson’s eyes all over me. I’ve caught him blatantly staring, and although he looks a little shy at being caught, he seems far from apologetic.

      I lean close and whisper against his shoulder. “Go ahead. You can say it. I smell like rotten eggs, don’t I.”

      He looks confused but grins.

      “The mud bath. It reeked.” I lift my brows. “If you can smell it, so can everyone else.”

      A low hum vibrates from his throat, and he leans down, nearly pressing his nose to my hair. He inhales deeply, so close that when he exhales, his bourbon-tinged breath whispers softly across my neck. “You smell like lavender and citrus.”

      I look up at him but have to lean away to avoid my face brushing his when I do. “Not eggs?”

      His lips twitch on one side. “You smell incredible.” His gaze dips to my throat, where a thin silver chain adorns my neck.

      I watch to see if his eyes drop lower to the deep, cleavage-baring V in my black dress. He never looks below my collarbone. “So do you.” Our exchange feels oddly intimate, considering we’re in a room filled with people.

      Is he flirting with me? Or is he this charming with everyone? Whatever the answer, the way he looks at me, speaks to me, all of it makes me feel something. Warm and nervous. Excited and a little nauseous. I wonder if he even knows the effect he has on me? Of course, he knows. He’s no rookie when it comes to women. A guy like him, that face, body, and last name? He must know exactly how every look, every closely spoken word, and every crooked smile makes a woman feel. But why is he doing it to me? Is it strictly ego? Boredom? Is his machismo completely unconscious?

      “Hudson and Lillian.” Bodaway greets us with a friendly smile.

      I simultaneously want to thank him and kick him for the interruption. How long have we been standing here staring at each other?

      “I apologize for not being available to talk these last couple days,” he says mostly to Hudson. “Come on, sit at my table. Then we can talk.”

      Considering the crowd, that seems like a huge honor.

      Hudson rests his palm on my lower back as we navigate through the crowd to the dining room. His fingers slip around my hip and pull me to his side when I nearly collide with a couple crossing our path. Held against his side, I resist the urge to nuzzle deeper. I clench my purse in front of me with both hands to keep from instinctively wrapping my arm around his lower back. Hayes would never touch me like this. He’d rather me slam into the couple so he could scold me afterward for being clumsy.

      Once at the table, Hudson releases his hold on me and pulls out my chair. Bodaway is seated at the head of the long table, Hudson and I are directly to his left, and Bodaway’s wife is to his right. Sitting close to Hudson is calming and nerve-wracking at the same time. Do we look like a couple sitting together like this? Are the compliments, the touching, the long, lingering looks all normal parts of mixed-gender business trips? Am I naïve to think there’s something more brewing beneath the surface?

      The first of a five-course meal comes out on tiny plates and thankfully redirects my thoughts. We start with acorn fritters the size of silver dollars. A fig amuse-bouche, whatever the hell that means, is followed up with squash soup. The conversation is light and positive, mostly about the resounding feedback guests are giving about their experience at the resort and its many amenities. As the servers set down our trout entrees, complete with heads and silver skin, Hudson leans toward our host.

      “You’ve got your finger on a goldmine idea here. If you sign off on a second build now, you could be breaking ground by spring.”

      I poke at my fish, hoping to make it look eaten without actually eating it. How am I expected to eat something while it’s looking at me? I try to cover its eye with the herb garnish, but now it just looks like I’ve given the fish a shaggy, green fringe.

      “I think it’s premature to invest this early,” Bodaway says and sips his wine. “I’d like to wait a year before we make a decision on expansion.”

      Hudson’s expression is complacent as if he were expecting the response. “The travel market is at its peak. Now is the perfect time to promote a new location. Every visitor that comes to Tséé will hear about the new resort coming in the following year. You could use the popularity of this location to advertise for the next.”

      Bodaway agrees he’d like future locations and even discusses which cities would be open to the idea of a luxury resort with Native American themes. Montana, Oregon, upstate New York.

      Over chokecherry sorbet, Hudson makes another attempt. “I can have a contract ready for you to sign before we leave.”

      Bodaway shares a look with his wife, who seems slightly annoyed that business is being discussed at the table. “You’re tenacious, I’ll give you that.”

      “New Yorkers, am I right?” I roll my eyes. “They never stop working. Not even in their sleep.”

      “You’ve been awfully quiet.” Bodaway grins and lifts his chin. “Are you not one of them?”

      “Oh no, I’m from Florida. You know, where Americans go to die.” I lick my sorbet spoon. “I’m a bit more laid back.”

      He leans an elbow on the table. “And what do you think about Mr. North’s proposal? Do you think we should sign a contract for a second resort?”

      My heart drops to my toes. “You want my opinion?” I’m rarely asked for my opinion in matters of business. Rarely? More like never.

      He nods.

      I turn to Hudson, where I expect to see thinly veiled annoyance, but instead, he smiles encouragingly with a hint of curiosity in his gaze. As if he’d like to know my thoughts as well.

      “Um…” I clasp my hands in my lap and blurt the first word that comes to mind. “Sure.”

      Bodaway’s brows rise. “That’s it? Sure?”

      I clear my throat. “Well, I mean…” I look back to Hudson, whose expression gives nothing away.

      “Be honest,” Bodaway says. “You experienced the resort. You fit our demographic—young, successful city folk looking to reconnect with nature. Would you be interested in revisiting us in a different location?”

      He wants my honest opinion.

      “Then, honestly? No, probably not.”

      A tiny gasp comes from somewhere, maybe Broadway’s wife or the interior designer on the other side of Hudson.

      “Don’t get me wrong,” I rush to clarify. “Tséé is a one-of-a-kind luxury experience that I won’t soon forget.”

      “But.” Bodaway’s eyes sparkle as if he can’t wait for my critique.

      I lick my lips and take a gulp of water. “As much as I appreciate and respect the native influences while staying here, I never felt close to the native culture.”

      Bodaway’s wife smirks. “Go on.”

      

  




Hudson

      Shit.

      My heart pounds, and my face hurts from trying to keep a neutral expression as Lillian single-handedly kills our chances of securing a second building. Bodaway is utterly engaged in Lillian’s opinion, entranced even. And every word from her mouth is a step pulling us further away from our goal.

      “Resorts like this are for the wealthy,” she says. “Honestly, if I weren’t here on business, I could never afford a night here, much less a spa day or a five-course dinner, and certainly not a helicopter tour.” She flips one of her unused forks over on the table, then flips it again, fidgeting. “What if your next venture was for everyday people. What if you created an interactive resort that invited guests to a hands-on experience of the native culture in the area? Instead of a luxury cliff dwelling, they stay in tepees, pit houses, adobe structures—”

      “You’ve done your homework,” Bodaway says proudly.

      “People want to get away to reconnect with nature,” she says. “No culture can teach that better than local, native cultures.”

      “She’s got a point,” someone behind me mutters.

      “Guests could be invited to watch and even participate in blanket making and basket weaving. They could fish for their own dinners and eat casually outside under the stars. Instead of a spa, there could be nature hikes, natural hot springs and waterfalls, and lakes for canoeing. Instead of seeing the landscape from a helicopter, they could learn about the local flora and fauna, native burning, protecting the earth’s resources, and community. And no two resorts will be the same. Every tribe has its own traditions, so guests could experience one and get a new experience when they visit another. They’ll leave with more than loose muscles and glowing skin from a spa. They’ll leave with a new appreciation for their relationship to the earth and their community as well as a deeper understanding of native people.” She blows out a breath.

      I find myself doing the same.

      Where the fuck did that come from?

      “And you came up with all this in your short time here?” Bodaway asks.

      Her cheeks turn rose-colored. “The Winter Solstice Festival, actually. And I like to do research.”

      He looks at his wife, and I watch for her response, knowing that her reaction is going to seal my fate.

      “I love it,” she says. “I never liked the stupid spa idea in the first place.”

      Fuck. Me. I’m buried.

      I wave down the waiter and order a double bourbon while Lillian continues with her business plan for the next possible It’oh venture. I don’t even try to fight it because the truth is, it’s not a bad idea. It’s a great idea. Lower overhead and more community involvement than big business. It’s a slam-dunk idea that, if done right, could attract a wide range of socio-economic backgrounds. All people, not just the wealthiest of the wealthy. But going in this direction means they don’t need North Industries. And failure at my job is something I’ll never hear the end of. Not from Hayes. Not from August. Not even from Alexander.

      Knowing all that, I can’t find it in me to counter her argument because, frankly, I find her mesmerizing. She’s confident and proud, and the more she speaks, the more she lights up with excitement. No number of spa treatments could bring this kind of a glow. What I’m seeing is more of a blossoming. And it’s fucking breathtaking to witness.

      “Mr. North, you’re very lucky to have such a visionary on staff.” Bodaway holds up his glass, and Lillian fumbles with her empty wine glass, then reaches for her water. They tap glasses.

      I raise my glass and do the same, with my disappointment and joy in equal measure. “We hide her to keep other companies from stealing her away.”

      “Smart.” Bodaway taps his glass to mine. “After dinner drinks are on the patio,” he announces to the table. “Ms. Lillian.” He stands and offers her his elbow.

      She looks at me as if asking for permission, which she doesn’t need to do, but the primitive man in me puffs his chest regardless.

      “I’ll meet you outside,” I say, and she slips her hand into the crook of his elbow.

      “There are a few people I’d love for you to meet,” Bodaway says as he leads her away.

      Bodaway’s wife places her napkin on the table and moves to stand. I meet her at her seat and offer my arm.

      “Thank you,” she says and tucks close to my side. “Don’t give up on him. He needs some time to think about a second resort. This one gave him an ulcer, ya know.”

      Unfortunately, anything short of death isn’t going to be enough of an excuse to defuse August and my brothers.

      The restaurant patio overlooks Bell Rock. Space heaters are built inconspicuously into the floor, and firepits are scattered around to keep the temperature pleasant. A jazz band plays Ella Fitzgerald, Billie Holiday, and Miles Davis. I mingle, speak to a few people I recognize, and introduce myself to those I don’t. These types of events are a breeding ground for networking. If I can’t go back to New York with a signed contract, maybe I can go back with a prospective new client or promising connection.

      A flash of blond hair calls my attention to Lillian, who is across the patio. She’s surrounded by men—three, to be exact. They’re all leaning in, smiling, listening as she says something that makes them laugh. Her gaze moves briefly to the view of the mountains, and two of the three men eye her chest, unnoticed by her. The other doesn’t seem to be able to take his eyes off her face. I give them credit for having working eyeballs and great taste. I should leave her to enjoy her last night. It’s New Year’s Eve, for fuck’s sake. The woman deserves to have some fun. A one-night stand on a business trip with a decent-looking stranger isn’t unheard of. Walk away. I should walk away.

      But I can’t.

      And I won’t.

      My feet are already carrying me across the patio toward her before my brain has fully settled on my decision. What am I doing? As I draw near, I tell myself it’s not too late. Tell her you’re tired and going up for the night. Buy her and her new friends a drink and then slip away quietly. Do what any good boss would do and leave her to her last night.

      I slip my hand along her lower back and grasp her hip in a possessive hold. Lillian startles at the contact but doesn’t move away.

      Goddammit, Hudson. Stop it!

      “Gentlemen,” I say in a voice that sounds nothing like me.

      One of the guys looks me in the eye, another checks out my hand on Lillian’s hip, and the other looks everywhere but at me.

      “Hudson North,” Lillian says by way of introduction. “This is blah blah blah blah blah…”

      I smile politely, then lean to whisper in her ear. “Do you want to get out of here?”

      She smiles uncomfortably at her fanboys but nods.

      I give her hip a squeeze. “I hate to interrupt the sword fight, but we have somewhere we need to be.”

      They’re in the middle of their goodbyes as I guide her away.

      She throws a little wave over her shoulder and then mumbles. “Sword fight?”

      She can’t possibly be that unaware. Yet something tells me she probably is. She doesn’t seem to have a clue about her effect on men. She gives off a defenseless vibe that men are drawn to. A kind of helplessness that calls to our Y chromosomes. And yet, she’s not nearly as vulnerable as we’re led to believe. Lying beneath that carefree smile lies someone brave, someone who speaks her mind and isn’t afraid of what people might think if she joins kids in a bounce house or sinks a multimillion-dollar deal over dinner.

      I show Lillian to a series of paved paths that lead through a nature preserve. Native plants, cacti, jackrabbits, and lizards can be seen under the path’s solar lights.

      “Thanks for rescuing me from those guys.” She stops to read one of the signs that identifies a saguaro cactus. “One of them would not stop staring at my boobs.”

      So she did notice. Good.

      “I wasn’t sure if you’d welcome the interruption or not.”

      She gives me a side-eye. “You thought I was into them?”

      I shrug.

      She shivers.

      I slip my coat off and wrap it around her shoulders.

      “You don’t have to—”

      “I do. There’s something I want to show you, and I don’t want you to freeze before we get there.”

      That primitive male inside me grunts in satisfaction when Lillian slips her arms through the sleeves of my coat.

      “So warm,” she says dreamily. “Thanks.”

      We shuffle along the path, and I’m grateful for the cooler weather to avoid any rattlesnakes or anything else with venom that’s hibernating.

      “I’ve never seen so many stars in my life.” Her head is tilted back, exposing the long, pale column of her throat.

      I have a brief thought of how warm that skin would be against my lips. I rip my gaze away to join her stargazing. “The one thing the big city can’t offer.”

      “Amazing,” she breathes. “How I can live in a city with over eight million people and feel so alone, but here under this blanket of stars, I feel connected to something bigger. Like everything from the cosmos to the dirt to our beating hearts have the same thread of life that ties us all together.” Her breathy laughter creates a tiny puff of steam that I wish I could gather and keep. “Sorry. Didn’t mean to get spiritual. I blame the wine.”

      “Don’t apologize. I like the way your mind works.”

      Her body jerks to a stop. She stares at me as if translating what I’d said into her own language. “You do?”

      “Yes.”

      I catch the hint of a smile she tries to hide when she looks away at the moon.

      My hands feel restless, like they should be doing more than hanging uselessly at my sides, so I shove them in my pockets. “Do you see that tree up ahead?” The large juniper lit by only the moon has a twisted trunk and branches as if it were made of rubber rather than wood. “Did you know that Sedona is rumored to be a giant vortex? They say the trees get twisted because of the swirling metaphysical energy here.”

      She runs her hand along the ropes of entangled bark and branches. “Yes, I heard about the vortex. What does the energy do?”

      “They say it’s good for meditation, introspection, even healing.”

      “Wow,” she whispers and takes a step back.

      “Do you feel it?”

      She looks up at me, a playful smirk on her sexy lips. “Am I supposed to?”

      “I don’t know. Let’s try—oh, okay.”

      She lies back on the paved trail, her legs outstretched, arms wide, and chin to the sky. “Like this?”

      I lick my lips to hide my smile. “That’s one way to do it.”

      “Wait, I think I feel something—no, that’s just wind.” She looks up at me. “Aren’t you going to try?”

      With a quick scan to make sure we’re alone, I drop to a squat and lie down next to her.

      “We should close our eyes, ya know? Really focus.” She closes her eyes.

      I know because I keep mine open, watching her. The rise and fall of her chest. Her delicate fingers poking out from the overlong sleeve of my coat. She looks so tiny. Defenseless.

      “What’s it supposed to feel like?” she asks, with her eyes still closed. “Just so I know what to look for.”

      I take the opportunity to appreciate her pretty face, long black lashes, and plump, kissable lips—God, I’m no better than those smarmy fuckers at the party.

      “Focus on your breathing,” I say quietly. My voice rough.

      She nods, and her breathing becomes deeper, more even.

      “Imagine an energy force coming up from the dirt. Then, like vines, imagine them swirling up your legs. I’ve been told that it should feel like a subtle, warm vibration.”

      Her lips part.

      My dick notices.

      “Go on,” she whispers.

      I clear the roughness from my voice. Or try. “Let that warmth climb higher, skate around your hips, over your belly button, around your ribcage.”

      She hums breathlessly.

      She’s enjoying this as much as I am.

      “Okay, now imagine an energy that comes from above. It starts like a breeze picking up your hair. Ghosts across your neck, down your shoulders and arms.”

      I imagine my hands taking the same path. My lips. My tongue. I’m getting uncomfortably hard. I tell myself to stop. Stop talking, stop imagining, stop enjoying, and yet, I keep on. “The energies pin you in place.” If I don’t touch her, if I only seduce her with words, then I’ll be okay. “Converge in your middle. Your center.”

      My heart beats fast, making me lightheaded. Probably a good thing I’m lying down.

      She bites her bottom lip and then whispers, “I think I feel it.”

      “What does it feel like?”

      A tiny smile tilts her lips. “It tingles. Or tickles, actually. It’s like a—” Her eyes dart open. “Bug!” She jackknifes forward and to her feet while smacking at her legs and squealing loud enough to chase any critters away.

      Laughing, I get up off the ground and move to help her.

      “It’s alright. It’s just a beetle.” I point to the tiny dark spot as it moves off the trail into the dirt.

      She shakes out her hands and continues to slap her legs. “I feel like it’s still on me.”

      I drop to a squat and run my hands up and down her calves in what should not have felt at all like foreplay, and yet… she stops squirming. Her skin feels like velvet under my palms, and I wonder if that’s from her spa day or if she’s naturally this soft. I let my hands wander no further than the hem of my coat and curse when I linger too long at the sensitive area behind her knees. I look up at her from my position at her feet. How easy it would be to hitch her skirt up over her waist and kiss between her legs. Her shuttered eyes make me wonder if she’s thinking the same thing. She sways forward, and her hand grips my shoulder to stay upright.

      My thumbs pass gently against her skin—no! “I’m sorry,” I whisper and drop my hands, feeling like a total dickbag. “No bugs.”

      She sways forward and puts her hand on my chest. “Are you sure?”

      Her touch is like a brand burning my skin. Begging. Claiming.

      “I’m sure.” Tell me you feel what I do. Tell me you feel the connection between us.

      Her head is tilted so far back that her lips look like an offering.

      An offering I don’t dare take.

      “How do you feel?” I ask, wondering if she’ll interpret my question as a reference to the vortex, the bug scare, or the palpable electricity that draws us closer.

      “Honestly?” Her breath passes against my lips. “Turned on.”

      The words slam me in the gut and unleash waves of desire that tug at every erotic zone inside me.

      The wind blows a lock of hair across her face. I brush it aside, allowing my fingertip to drag along the silky skin at her jaw.

      “Hudson?”

      “Hm?” I lick my lips, her breath against them the closest I’ll get to her mouth.

      “I really want to kiss you.”

      “Do you?” I grin. Her body language and the heat in her gaze give that much away. To kiss Lillian, ignore all the reasons that make one night with her wrong, throw my morals out the window, and worship her body with mine—the temptation is too much to deny.

      “I wouldn’t tell anyone. And it wouldn’t have to mean anything. I don’t expect you to act any different when we get back to New—”

      I cover her lips with my finger, the warm moisture of her mouth sending a fresh wave of lust through me. “First, I would consider myself lucky to kiss you.”

      Excitement flares in her eyes.

      “But second, I wouldn’t want to stop there. I’d want my mouth on more than your lips. And if I had the honor of having you in my bed, I’d want the world to know about it.” Even as the declaration falls from my lips, I’m shocked at the conviction I feel while speaking it.

      She’s breathless. Her eyes are molten, and her pulse throbs in her neck. “I’m okay with that—”

      “Lillian.” I shake my head. “Touching you, kissing you… everywhere. Being inside you, fuck…” I blow out a breath and try to keep from stabbing her with my quickly growing hard-on. “Nothing would ever be the same between us. One taste and I’d be hooked. I’d want more, and I’d want it regularly.” What. The fuck. Is wrong with me?!

      “You can’t know that for sure. What if sex with me is awful?”

      I lick my lips, already imagining them on her skin. “Impossible.”

      With her eyes on my mouth, she exhales a shaky breath. I imagine she’d make that same sound in my arms after I fucked her hard.

      No.

      No. No. No.

      This can’t happen. She is an employee of North Industries. I’ve never had a problem saying no to women before but saying no to Lillian is far beyond my control.

      “Is that a yes?” There’s a hint of hope in her voice. Her body falls against mine, and her breasts pressed against my ribs make me suck in a breath.

      “No.” I wrap my hand around the back of her neck and pull her forehead to mine. “Not because I don’t want to. But because I do.”

      She closes her eyes. “That doesn’t make sense—”

      Fireworks explode in the sky above us. In the distance are shouts of Happy New Year, followed by airhorns and ringing bells.

      We stare up at the bright colors that light, pop, and rain down. As if being in each other’s minds, we simultaneously turn toward each other.

      She slips her arm up over my shoulder and around the back of my neck. She pushes up on her toes, and I give in easily to the tug at my neck that brings our lips closer. Only a breath apart. “Happy New Year, Hudson,” she whispers against my lips.

      “Happy New Year—”

      She presses her mouth to mine. My jolt of surprise is followed by a groan. Her lips part just enough to taste her sweet tongue and the heat of her breath. No! I can’t. I grip her upper arms and force her a step back. “Sorry,” she says, breathing heavily. Her eyelids are low, and there’s nothing apologetic about the way she licks her lower lip as if to taste what’s left of me.

      How much temptation can one man take? Lillian is an unexpected seductress. Subtle. As if she has no clue about her effect on men. I have no doubt she is completely unaware.

      She’s breathing hard, and her eyes stay fixed on my lips.

      I can’t let her go. Can’t force my hands off her delicate arms. She sways forward as if responding to my unspoken call. Her breasts brush against my ribcage, and my name falls from her lips in a heated whisper.

      “Fuck it.” I slip my fingers into her hair, tilt her head, and kiss her.

      She tastes like champagne and sorbet. Her lips are the perfect combination of silk and strength. Teeth nip. Tongues dance. We kiss with the urgency of frenzied lovers who will never get this chance again.

      She grips at my shirt, and her nails bite through the fabric, releasing a growl from my chest. I walk her back until we slam against the tree.

      I’m lost in the sensation of her tongue in my mouth, my fingers fisted in her hair, and her hot, soft body against mine. I slide my hand down her thigh and pull her leg up to hook it over my hip. Her open legs invite me closer. My hard-on punches at my zipper, reaching for her heat. She moans into my mouth when the connection is made. I thrust against her and nearly explode at the much-needed friction.

      With every roll of my hips, she becomes brazen. Wild. She hikes her other leg up, climbing my hips until she straddles me completely. I grip her ass. Hold her open. Hold her steady while I dry fuck her against the tree.

      Too many clothes. Too many barriers between me and all that hot, sweet skin.

      I tug at the neckline of her dress. Release one breast. Full and round, with a pink pebbled tip that begs for my mouth.

      My lips fasten around her nipple. Her back arches, and the sound that she makes shoots straight to my dick. I pull the tender flesh between my teeth, coaxing the sexiest moans from her as she rocks her core against me. The liquid heat soaks through my pants, adding a slippery glide to my silk boxers. I’m going to orgasm. Like this. Like I’m a teenage boy dry humping a girl at a dance.

      The realization almost makes me laugh. But the sound of Lillian’s moaning erases all logical thought.

      “Hudson…” The sound of my name, dripping with need, from her lips almost sends me over the edge. “Don’t stop,” she breathes.

      Stop! What I’m doing is wrong on a million levels. With her fingers in my hair and her legs wrapped around me, I can’t muster up the will to care.

      Sensing she’s close, I wrap my arms around her and hold her tight against me. Her orgasm bows her back. I cover her mouth with mine and swallow her moans while she rides out her release on my throbbing cock. Her orgasm stretches out for longer than I remember these things lasting, and I fucking love that she gets this kind of pleasure from me. From something so simple. Makes me wonder what she’d do if I was able to get between her legs with my fingers, my tongue—I bite my lip to keep from thrusting hard and finishing myself off against her.

      She sags boneless against me. Her legs drop, and her feet settle on the ground. I hold her until she’s steady before pulling away.

      The surge of cold air that blasts between us brings with it the shitty reality. That can’t happen again.

      She tucks her breast away and straightens her dress.

      “Are you okay?” I pull the coat I gave her up over her shoulders because it had fallen off in the frenzy. “I didn’t hurt you, did I?”

      “Hurt me?” She laughs. “Not at all. That was…” Her eyes narrow on the jutting length between my hips. “Whoa.”

      I adjust myself, tucking the tip under my waistband and hissing as the elastic of my boxers brushes the tender underside.

      Her wide eyes lift to mine. “Can I… help you with that?”

      “I don’t think that’s a good idea.” If we took this even one step further, we’d end up in my bed until morning.

      “Oh.” She frowns and wraps my jacket more tightly around her. “Okay.”

      “It’s not you. It’s just….” We work together. I am your boss. And yet, I want inside you more than I want my next breath. “This can’t happen again.”

      “Right.” The rejection in her voice slams me in the chest. “Of course not.”

      “We should get going. We have an early flight.” I want to throw my arm over her shoulders or hold her hand, but I resist.

      I fucked up. Huge. But I have to believe it’s not too late to make it right.

    

  







            TEN

          

        

      

    

    




      Lillian

      We haven’t spoken about what happened last night. We’ve hardly spoken a word at all. After we made out, he walked me to my room. He didn’t look me in the eye when we exchanged a simple goodnight and went our separate ways.

      He said very little this morning beyond his offer to help me with my things. Nothing when we were alone in the elevator. He kept his nose to his phone the entire drive to the airport. And now, sitting across the aisle on the North Industries jet, he doesn’t say a word.

      His laptop is open, and he’s engrossed in whatever work he’s doing. He’s back to business as if the single sexiest experience of my life against that tree in the desert never happened. He said last night that he wouldn’t be able to pretend like nothing happened. He seems to be doing a great job pretending just that. He wouldn’t be the first man who lied. He is a North, after all. How dumb of me to expect anything more.

      “Ms. Lillian, would you like me to put that with your other things before takeoff?” our steward asks while handing me a cup of coffee and eyeing the Eagle Kachina doll I hold tightly in my lap.

      His question gets Hudson’s attention. For the first time since last night, our eyes meet. His hazel gaze glimmers in a way that makes my whole body flush.

      I tighten my grip on the wooden sculpture to siphon the strength it takes for me to break eye contact. “No, thanks. I’d rather hold on to it.”

      “I assure you, it will be safe in the back—”

      “No, thank you,” I snap.

      The steward’s eyes widen.

      I catch Hudson’s smile in my peripheral.

      “Sorry, I’m a nervous flier,” I tell the man standing in the aisle. “I was told this guy represents strength and power. He’s the ruler of the skies and protector of all, so… I’m going to hold onto him if that’s all right.”

      “Of course.” His smile is thin. He heads to the front of the plane.

      “I wondered why you picked that one.” Hudson stays transfixed on his computer screen.

      “Oh, so you’re speaking to me now.” I stare boldly at the side of his face.

      He licks his lips—Why does he insist on doing that? Especially now that I know just how good those lips feel.

      “Good a place as any,” he mutters softly to himself. He closes his laptop and unhooks his seatbelt. He stands just as the jet rolls forward.

      “What are you doing?” I watch him cross the aisle and take the seat that directly faces mine.

      He leans his elbows on his knees, bringing himself even closer. My spine and shoulders ache from the strength it takes to push myself deeper into my seatback. Being too close to him makes me act impulsively. Every inch of distance counts.

      “About last night.”

      The jet speeds forward.

      “Oh, God.” I suck in a breath and close my eyes. Images of fiery explosions invade my brain. Think of something peaceful. Something relaxing. Something—a visual of Hudson’s mouth on my breast flashes behind my eyelids. The heat in his gaze as he looked at me watching him. Molten desire expands in my lower belly, making me squeeze my knees together.

      “Hey,” Hudson’s voice is deep. Gritty.

      I feel his hand rest on my knee. My eyes pop open, and he’s so close.

      Propped on the edge of his seat, he places both hands on my knees. “You’re safe. I won’t let anything happen to you.”

      Ridiculous to believe he has any control over whether we crash, and yet the confidence in his voice makes me think he could single-handedly keep this plane in the sky. His thumbs rub soothing circles on my knees. I regret wearing slacks and wish I had on a skirt so I could feel his touch against my skin.

      His eyes are an anchor as they hold mine, hold me. “Breathe for me, Lillian.”

      I suck in a shuddered breath.

      “There ya go.” The tone in his voice is low, soothing, like the whisper of a lover.

      He’s so close. His big, powerful body radiates a heat that matches his eyes. His circling thumbs steal my attention as I imagine they creep higher up my thighs. If we crashed at this point, would I even notice?

      “Better?”

      When I don’t immediately answer, he slides his hands away.

      “No!”

      He lifts his brows, and a tiny smirk tilts his lips.

      “Don’t stop.”

      He puts his hands back on my knees. This time, they’re a little higher and his body even closer. “Lillian,” he purrs. “Are you using your fear of flying to get my hands on you?”

      Heat climbs from my neck into my cheeks.

      Those thumbs keep circling with the perfect amount of pressure, and I wonder if he’s imagining those thumbs on different parts of my body. Under my bra, between my legs… Will I ever be able to look at Hudson North again without pornographic images of us together playing out in my head?

      I lose one of his hands when he reaches for the bottle of water next to me. He hands it to me. “Here. This will help.”

      He knows I’m on fire. I would be embarrassed at my transparency if I weren’t so focused on trying to lower my body temperature. What is it about this man? I guzzle down half the bottle while he sits back in the seat. Without his touch, the fog in my head clears a little.

      I set the water down. “Thank you. This takeoff seemed a little easier than the first.”

      “Happy to help.” God, why is he looking at me like I’m naked? Is this why he refused to look at me at all this morning? Was he afraid of what I would see? “We need to talk about last night.”

      I reach for my water and guzzle down the remainder. I wipe my mouth with the back of my hand. “Right.”

      “I shouldn’t have kissed you,” he says.

      “It was actually me who kissed you.” But I won’t apologize for that. I was naïve to think I could make out with Hudson without emotional ties. It hurts that he wishes the hook up never happened. No one wants to be someone else’s regret.

      “I take pride in my professionalism.” He cringes and seems to chew on his next words. “The truth is, I don’t cross professional lines with employees because…” He licks his lips. His gaze turns hard. Resolute. “I refuse to be anything like August.”

      August North has a long reputation for sleeping with his assistants and secretaries. I’ve even heard that Hudson and Hayes’ own mother started as one of August’s employees. And even now, his secretary services more than his calendar, or so rumor has it.

      “Using my position of authority to pressure you—”

      “Did I act like I felt pressured? When we kissed, did you get the sense that I was doing anything I wasn’t completely sure I wanted to do? Did you sense even a second of resistance from me?”

      He shakes his head. “No.”

      “I did what I wanted to do, and so did you. So can we please skip the HR speech and get straight to the part where we talk about what happens now?”

      His brows lift in what looks like pleasant surprise. “Straight forward. Okay.” He clears his throat, shifts in his seat, and rubs his upper lip. Am I making him uncomfortable? I never would’ve thought I had the power to make a man like Hudson North squirm, and I wouldn’t believe it if I hadn’t seen it with my own eyes, but he is very much squirming.

      “My life is… complicated,” he says.

      “Hm.” I chew the inside of my mouth. “Translation: You take back everything you said last night right before we kissed.”

      “Lillian—”

      “It’s fine. We got caught up in the moment. Maybe it was the vortex. You don’t owe me anything.” Don’t forget, he may be the nicer of the North brothers, but he’s still a North.

      “This is not how I do things.” He runs a hand through his hair, seeming exasperated. “It’s all… wrong.”

      “How do you do things?”

      “With a lot more forethought.”

      So he didn’t think it through. Didn’t weigh the pros and cons. What a very cerebral and logical approach to something as emotional and animalistic as sex. “But you wanted me.”

      “Yes.” The one word is said with a guttural longing I feel in my stomach.

      “And today we’re back to being co-workers and…” I tilt my head to try and read his expression. “You’re cool with that.”

      He leans forward again, elbows back to his knees, but this time he leaves his hands to hang between his legs. “I’m a man who lives a very disciplined and controlled lifestyle. I have a lot of practice denying myself.”

      I have no idea what that’s like. We couldn’t be more opposite. “Except for last night.”

      He tilts his head. “Yes.”

      I swallow the pang of rejection at hearing the regret in his voice. “Okay.” I nod, girding my proverbial loins. “Now I know where things stand.”

      “I’m sorry. I think you’re amazing—”

      I wave him off. “Don’t be sorry. I don’t regret last night. We’re still friends, right?”

      The word friends seems to put a rotten taste in his mouth.

      “Co-workers, then.” Ugh. “Colleagues?”

      His smile is small but noticeable. “Friends.”

      “That’s settled.” Yet nothing feels settled.

      

  




Hudson

      “How was the trip, boss?” Carina greets us at the car, with the doors open to what is surely a pre-heated vehicle. As if the short walk from the private terminal door to the valet will give us frostbite.

      “Eventful.” I stand at the open backdoor and have Lillian climb in first.

      “Lillian,” Carina says. “It looks like you got the sunshine you’d hoped for.”

      Lillian definitely has a glow about her. I like to think her newfound luminescence has nothing to do with the sun and everything to do with our wild kiss at midnight. If I hadn’t already decided that Lillian was completely off-limits to me, that what happened last night was a huge mistake, I might have allowed myself to imagine the millions of ways I could light her up. All I would need is a soft place to lay her down and all the time in the world. I’d start with my hands—nope. No.

      “I did.” Lillian stops with one foot into the car, a hand on the open door. “Have you ever had a mud bath?”

      Carina’s nose scrunches up. “Like, on purpose?”

      “Right?” Lillian laughs. “People pay for that.”

      “I’m in the wrong business,” Carina jokes.

      Watching the light-hearted friendliness between them makes me grin. Women typically see Carina as a threat. They’re rarely kind, if they acknowledge her at all.

      I slide into the backseat next to Lillian and frown when I see she’s placed her canvas carry-on bag between us. I shouldn’t be surprised. She’s been putting distance between us since our conversation on the plane. Just like the flight to Sedona, she chose to spend most of our airtime in the sleeping cabin. The number of times I pictured myself walking back there and taking her roughly on the bed is something I won’t even admit to myself. I was as distracted by her absence as I was by her presence. More so, even. Because not having her close, knowing she was on the other side of a wall, that I couldn’t check on her by simply turning my head, made me feel tense, as if my skin was too tight.

      “I made a reservation for you at Finn’s on Fifth if you’re hungry?” Carina’s eyes never leave the road.

      “I wouldn’t mind grabbing a bite.” I look at Lillian, whose head is turned toward the window. “You hungry?”

      She looks forward, and I want so badly to hook her chin and get those crystal blue eyes on me. “No, I’m not hungry.”

      A silent growl grates in my chest. “You sure? You didn’t eat on the flight—”

      “I’m good.” Now she gives me her eyes, but they’re not flickering with light-hearted playfulness like usual. They’re blank and a little cold. “I just want to go home. I’m tired.”

      She heard what I said and is respecting my choice. Honoring my boundaries. Goddammit, I wish she wouldn’t. No, that’s not true. Things are better this way. The sooner she’s home and we’re separated by more than a wall, the sooner I can get back to the uncomplicated way things were before. Before Lillian Gillingham mucked everything up.

      Carina pulls up in front of an old brick apartment building with air conditioning units in the windows and a rusted fire escape robbing its curb appeal. A short path leads to three stairs and a single glass door that looks original to the building. Carina puts the car in park and moves to hop out.

      “I got it.” I beat her to the popped trunk and grab Lillian’s suitcase, along with as much as I can hold of her souvenirs.

      Lillian grabs the rest.

      Carina looks uncomfortable letting me do the work, but she’ll get over it. I’m not giving up my last chance to be alone with Lillian. Even when she’s cold and distant, I crave to be close to her. Hello, masochist.

      I follow her to the door. She fishes around her purse for her keys. “I know they’re in here…” After another couple of minutes of searching, she squats and dumps the contents onto the wet ground.

      “Are they in your suitcase?” I wheel her suitcase closer but can’t help her look with my arms full.

      “Why would they be in there?”

      Why wouldn’t they be in your purse? I keep that question to myself.

      “Are you looking for these?” Carina has keys in her hand. “They were in the backseat.”

      Lillian growls in frustration and snags the keys. “Thank you.”

      I wonder if her absentmindedness had anything to do with thinking about us. About what happened last night. About parting ways after four days in each other’s company.

      The lobby of her complex is cold. Typical of lower rent places where the owner doesn’t want to pay to heat common areas. We cram into a small elevator. She punches the button for level three. The silence between us is thick, and I try to think of something clever to say. Something charming.

      “How old is this building?” I cringe. The question is neither clever nor charming.

      “No clue.” With a dismissive shrug, she leads me to her door. She’s not being mean or rude, she’s just closed off. Curt. Long gone is the girl excited about smuggling burgers in her bra and cloak-and-daggering her way out of a hotel.

      She sticks her key into her door, and we hear male laughter permeating from behind it. As the door opens, the sound of muffled scampering and a whispered shit seem to go unnoticed by Lillian.

      “You’re home.” A man, tall and dark-haired, with the same blue eyes as Lillian, greets her with a heavy scowl. That hard look tightens when he catches sight of me. This must be the brother.

      “You the dickhead boss?” he says, not exactly friendly, but not too aggressive either.

      “Aaron!” She shakes her head and then apologizes to me.

      “Nothing I haven’t heard before.” I release her bag to hold out my hand. “Hudson North. I’m the dickhead boss’s brother.”

      He’s skeptical, but he shakes my hand. “Aaron. Lily’s brother.”

      Lily. I like that. “Good to meet you.”

      As I bring Lillian’s things inside, another guy hops up from the couch.

      “Hey, Lily.” He runs two hands through his too-long brown hair. His bloodshot eyes brighten when he looks at her.

      “Dirk,” she says with little feeling and, I notice, doesn’t introduce us.

      My gut tells me to get Lillian safely to her bedroom, where she can lock herself inside before I leave her alone with Dirk and his wandering eyes. I search for a hallway that would lead to her room but stop cold when I see an unmade twin bed in the corner of the living room. Black sheets and matching comforter are tossed about as if someone was just recently sleeping in them. There is no hallway. And the only other place to sleep is a yellowing plaid couch that looks like it was salvaged from an alley.

      Lillian places her things in the corner near a window and a row of baskets filled with clothes. Music posters, from rap artists to psychedelic-looking bands I’ve never heard of, decorate one wall, and a ten-speed bike leans against another. Nothing in this space looks like Lillian’s except for a sad-looking houseplant that appears like it’s in hospice care.

      “You can just put all that on the couch,” she says.

      I pass a tiny bathroom with signs of a feminine touch—a white hand towel with pink flowers next to a curling iron.

      Aaron props a hip against the kitchenette counter and crosses his arms at his chest. “How was the vacation?”

      “Lucky.” Dirk helps himself to the refrigerator, which I see is filled with more beer cans than food. “I haven’t been on a vacation since I was twelve.”

      “It was a business trip, not a vacation.” Lillian looks irritated, and I don’t blame her.

      I can’t imagine having to come home to what seems to be two guys up to a lot of no good.

      “That’s a lot of shopping for a business trip.” Aaron watches as she searches for where to put her new things in the tiny home. “We have bills, ya know.”

      She ignores his jab as if it’s something she’s used to. “Hudson, thanks for bringing up my things.” She ushers me toward the door.

      “You sure you got everything?” I’m hesitant to leave. Mostly because I don’t like the vibe these guys are giving off. My mom has struggled with alcohol and prescription drug abuse since we were kids, and these assholes have the same wide eyes and slurred speech as my mom on one of her bad days.

      “Yep. I’m ready for a hot shower and a good night’s sleep.”

      I wonder how she plans to do that with these guys drinking beer and doing God-knows-what just a foot away from her bed.

      She practically shoves me out the door. “I’ll see you on Monday.”

      Her goodbye snaps me back to my reality. I can’t be involved with Lillian, and her living situation is none of my business. “About that.” I stop just outside the doorway. My stomach hardens as I push the words from my throat. “I have a temp coming in on Monday. You’re free to go back to legal.” I’m not ready to let her go, but I have to. If not, I’ll never stop thinking about her. Never stop wanting more.

      “Got it. Have a good night.” She closes the door in my face.

      That’s it, then.

      Easy enough.

      All I have to do now is walk away and never think about Lillian again.

      It takes ten minutes for me to leave her building.

      

  




Lillian

      “That guy’s a tool,” Aaron says as I search my suitcase for my toothbrush.

      How rich coming from a guy who had his date sleep in our bathtub.

      “Are you drunk?” I find it and shove my open suitcase into the corner. I’ll deal with unpacking another day. Right now, I just want to go to sleep and hope that when I wake up, I’m no longer thinking of Hudson North.

      “We’re a little buzzed,” Dirk says, his voice too close. “Why don’t you have a drink with us?”

      “Pass,” I say, bored as always with his invites for me to engage. “You guys mind moving this party somewhere else?” I find my toothbrush, grab something to change into for bed, and head for the bathroom. “I have to work early.”

      “Did you get a bonus or something for going on this trip?” Aaron’s face is a little pale and his eyes red. As if he spent the last forty-eight hours partying. “We need groceries.”

      “Maybe if you didn’t spend all your money on beer, you’d be able to buy groceries yourself.” I shove past a chuckling Dirk, who purposefully stands in my way.

      “Beer is groceries.” Aaron laughs.

      “Be gone by the time I come out.” I shut the bathroom door behind me.

      “Need any help in there—ouch!” Dirk groans.

      “That’s my sister, fuckface!”

      I roll my eyes and lock the door anyway.

      Now that I’m alone, I allow the mortification to sink in. The look on Hudson’s face when he saw our tiny studio. His lip curled in disgust when he spotted Aaron’s bed and drew his own conclusion that I sleep on the nasty couch. I should’ve made him wait in the hallway or, even better, in the car. Now not only does he think I’m some dick-hungry woman who jumped him on a business trip and hoped for a second chance to do the same, but he’s also fully aware that I’m not from his world. I’m not a wealthy socialite or a rich, young executive. Or even a middle-class New Yorker with big goals. I’m an impulsive, forgetful opportunist with a laundry list of diagnoses who lives with her immature, lazy older brother in a tiny studio apartment. Oh, and bonus! I pay to live like this!

      It hit me on the ride home that Hudson’s right. We are so not meant to explore whatever these feelings growing between us seem to be. Regardless of whether it was a temporary psychosis from being in such a beautiful place or the flitting fantasies of two people who have been alone for too long. Either way, none of it matters. Hudson and I live in completely opposite worlds. And there is no bridge to link them.
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      Hudson

      Four cups of coffee have yet to do shit for my mood. I thought being back in my own place, getting back to my routine, would help to realign my priorities, but I was wrong.

      After I dropped Lillian off on Friday night, I ended up going out to dinner alone, something I usually enjoy doing. But this time, I missed having someone to talk to. Frog soup was on the menu, and I wondered what kind of colorful commentary Lillian would have to offer. I got my meal to go, unpacked at home, hit the gym, and took a long hot shower. I used my hand in hopes of ridding myself of the sexual frustration. Twice.

      Each release only carried a minute of relief before my craving for Lillian came back tenfold.

      I couldn’t sleep and ended up tangled in my sheets thinking of Lillian in that tiny apartment. Her delicate spine against the rusted metal bars of an old couch. All that soft skin against chafing textiles and cheap bedsheets. If she were mine, I’d wrap her in nothing but the best downy fabrics and a luxurious mattress. I let myself imagine a life where she came home to me every night. A life with her in my bed, her ass on my couch while I made dinner. Her curling iron and fucking flower towel in my bathroom.

      Why am I obsessed with this woman?

      What makes her so different than anyone I’ve met before?

      She’s gorgeous, there’s no doubt about that. But I’ve been around dozens of beautiful women, and none of them have commanded me in this way.

      She’s clever. Fun. She speaks her mind. Her honesty is as refreshing as her innocence. Not her sexual innocence—the way she kissed me and rode me hard proves she’s a woman who knows what she likes. It’s a different kind of innocence, as if she has no end game. Doesn’t have any interest in playing the game at all. Or maybe isn’t even aware of one. Everyone in New York has an ultimate goal and the playbook that goes with it. Success is more about who you know than it is how hard you work. And as much as I hate to admit it, corporate Manhattan is still very much a boy’s club. Women who are after men like me have a drive in their eyes. They see me as means to get from point A to point B. Lillian doesn’t exhibit any of that. As if she’s simply existing, taking each day as it comes, and absorbing the life out of living.

      Nothing about her is affected. Not her laugh, her smile, her joy. She’s the most authentic person I’ve ever met. And authenticity is a rare find in my world.

      “Sir, you can’t go in there—”

      I look up from my desk just in time to see Hayes barge into my office. He points his finger over his shoulder. “Who the hell is that?”

      “Becky. My temp.”

      Becky pops her head through the open door, her eyes wide as they bounce between Hayes and me. Must be weird for her to see me in the same room as my genetic copy. “Mr. North, I’m sorry. I told him to wait but—”

      “That’s all right. Don’t take it personally. This asshole doesn’t listen to anyone.”

      Hayes drops into the chair in front of my desk. “Coffee. Black.” He barks his order to Becky.

      I shake my head. “She’s not a waitress.”

      Becky darts away from the door. Whether she went to get Hayes a cup of coffee or went to the bathroom to rage, I don’t know. Hopefully, it’s the latter.

      “I thought you were using Gillingham as your secretary.” He checks his watch as if he’s got somewhere more important to be.

      “Associate. And no. I already had a temp lined up, so Lillian is back to being all yours.” And why does that fact make me want to flip my desk and growl like a fucking animal?

      “Got what you wanted, so you’re getting rid of her, huh?” He winks.

      “Not this again…”

      “Just admit it, bro. I can see it on your face.”

      I narrow my eyes. “What can you see on my face?”

      “The tension’s gone. You used to carry so much tension here.” He motions to his own face around his eyes and forehead. “This scrunched up kind of I’m so crabby because my dick hasn’t been touched in five years kind of scowl.”

      “You’re an idiot.”

      “And right here, around your mouth.” He motions to his mouth and purses his lips. “I’m so sad I don’t get pussy,” he says in a mockingly high voice.

      I can’t help but laugh. “What do you want?”

      “August called a meeting.”

      “Right now?” I look around my desk at all the shit I have to do.

      “In an hour.”

      “I can’t. I have a call scheduled and a meeting across town—”

      “Reschedule it.”

      “I’m supposed to drop my morning because August summons?”

      Hayes answers with a look that says um yeah, dumbass.

      “Mr. North.” Becky scurries into my office with a mug of coffee, trying not to spill it even though she’s shaking heavily. “Your coffee.”

      He takes it from her without so much as a thank you.

      “Thank you, Becky. Why don’t you go ahead and take a break.”

      “Sir—”

      “Hudson, remember?” I correct her.

      “Hudson, sir, I just got here an hour ago?”

      “That’s fine. I can handle the phones. Take fifteen.”

      She does a little bow as she backs out of the room.

      Hayes sips his coffee and makes a sour face before setting the mug on my desk. “Good help is so hard to find anymore.”

      “You’re a pretentious prick.”

      “I’m just being honest.” He stands and straightens his tie. “I look forward to hearing all about your trip. I know we’re all eager to get started on this new project.” His gaze holds mine as he waits for me to crack and confess, daring me to tell him the truth. The truth being that I didn’t get the contract signed. There is no new project.

      “I’ll cancel my morning.” I pick up my phone to make the calls to rearrange my day.

      He smirks. I’m sure he suspects I failed and is looking forward to my humiliation. Hayes lives for the opportunity to be August’s favored son. My failures give him the perfect platform.
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        * * *

      

      One hour later, I walk into the conference room where my brothers are already waiting. Alexander sits next to his associate, Mrs. Jones. Hayes barks at his “secretary” Ms. Newton about how he’d like his lunch hot today rather than the “cold slop” she gave him last time. I didn’t bring Becky along for this meeting. I expect it will be short and ugly.

      “Where’s the contract?” Alexander asks before my ass hits the seat.

      He’s always been a little different. A straight shooter. The guy is unfamiliar with concepts like charm and finesse. It’s one of the things I love most about him.

      “Happy New Year, bro. You and Jordan do anything to ring in the New Year?” I’m stalling, obviously. I’d rather deliver the death blow once all parties are present, and, as always, we’re waiting on August.

      Alex blinks rapidly as if my question knocked his thoughts off track. A slow smile spreads his lips. “We did. Nothing I’m going to tell you about, though.”

      “Understood,” I say, grinning. I haven’t seen my brother this content in all the years I’ve known him. He’s not an easy man to love. He never would’ve opened himself up to a woman. But Jordan ripped him open and planted herself smack dab in the center of his chest and refused to budge. He’s been holding on ever since.

      The door swings open, and my little brother Kingston saunters in as if the entire world awaits his presence and time doesn’t begin until he says so. “Hello, brethren. I hope I’m not late.”

      “What are you doing here?” I was ready for my utter humiliation in front of two brothers, but not all three. Kingston doesn’t even work here anymore. Why would August have him at this meeting?

      “And why are you dressed like a gigantic booger?” Hayes growls.

      He’s wearing an olive-green suit and a bubble-gum-pink silk shirt. His collar is unbuttoned at the throat, showcasing a thick chain with the name Gabriella scrolled in gold. “I guess I could’ve borrowed from your wardrobe and dressed like a tiny limp dick.”

      “That doesn’t make sense,” Alex says. Mrs. Jones giggles into a cough.

      Kingston turns his nose up at Hayes, spins a chair, and drops gracefully in it. “This is the meeting for the It’oh contract, right? August wants me to throw in a bid for interior design.”

      The sound of screeching breaks and crunching metal blares in my head. This is going to be a fucking disaster. I check my phone. August is ten minutes late. I want to get this over with and get back to my day and allow everyone some time to cool off.

      “I’m calling August,” Alex mumbles. “Don’t have all day to sit around and—”

      “No need.” Hayes scowls at his phone screen. “He’s on his way now.”

      My stomach lurches, and my pulse picks up. I’m thirteen again, waiting in August’s study for him to punish me for talking back or disrespecting him in front of people. Back then, I’d hear his feet coming down the hallway. Now, I see him through the glass walls of the conference room… and he’s not alone.

      “Goddammit,” I whisper and drop my chin to my chest. Thinking maybe I’m hallucinating, I look up just in time for him to walk through the door. And Lillian follows in behind him.

      “Boys,” August greets. “Thank you all for coming.”

      As if we had a choice.

      I catch Lillian’s eyes as they bounce between Hayes and me. I will her to see the difference and remember what we shared, thereby seeing me and not him. I exhale an easy breath when her gaze finds mine quickly. Her eyes widen as if to say what am I doing here? She looks terrified, not that I blame her. She’s being led into the lion’s den.

      August looks up at Lillian, who is still standing. “Why don’t you go have a seat next to Hudson, sweetheart.”

      Lillian and I cringe at the same time.

      Kingston mumbles a disgusted, “Mr. Misogyny strikes again.”

      She scurries around the table and takes the seat beside me. Even a good two feet away, I feel the heat of her presence. Or maybe that’s my impending public shame I feel looming.

      I smile at her—it’s impossible not to—and she seems to relax a little when she says, “Hi.”

      “What the fuck is she doing here?” Hayes says in his typical outrage.

      “Sweetheart. She.” Alex scowls between Hayes and August. “Ms. Gillingham has a name. Use it.” See what I mean? Straight shooter.

      All eyes snap to Lillian.

      Her hands are balled tightly in her lap, and I want so badly to reach over and untangle them only to re-tangle them in mine. “Lillian.”

      “Ms. Lillian,” Kingston says, his expression relaxed if not a little amused. “It’s good to see you again.” He’s referring to the Christmas party, and although bringing up their brief meeting is probably embarrassing for her, his sincerity pulls no redness from her cheeks.

      “It’s good to see you again too—”

      “Enough already.” Hayes turns his chair toward Lillian. “Let’s talk about that signed contract.” There’s a glint in his eyes, the one that delights in the failure of others.

      “Signed contract?” Lillian looks at me before turning back to Hayes.

      I clear my throat. “We had very little time alone with Mr. Chatto—”

      “Hudson.” August shows me his palm. “Let the woma—Ms. Lillian—speak.” He smiles at Lillian in a way that reminds me of a wolf showing his teeth. “Go on.”

      She places her trembling hand on the table. She notices and pulls her hand back into her lap. “We didn’t spend a lot of time with Bodaway.”

      “You’re on a first-name basis with our client.” Hayes tilts his head to get her eyes. “Seems to me you spent plenty of time with him.”

      “He insisted I call him…” Her slim shoulders drop as if she wishes she could sink into her chair. “Hudson tried to get him to sign, but he wasn’t interested in a second hotel.”

      The room strings tight with tension. Alex radiates the kind of energy I feel on my skin, and August’s face fills with blood. Hayes’ eyes light up with anger, but an evil smirk pulls his lips. And Kingston drops his head back with a muttered, “Here we go.”

      “What was he interested in, if you don’t mind sharing.” August’s mocking tone brings flashbacks of my childhood. When I didn’t get the A-plus or make the basketball team. When I was still a virgin in eighth grade, and when I stayed with my high school girlfriend even though she wanted to save sex until marriage. The teasing was relentless in the North house.

      August wouldn’t be playing with Lillian unless he already knows what happened in Sedona. He brought us all here to expose Lillian. Publicly shame her to test me and see where my loyalties lie. He wants me to jump to her defense to prove that I dropped the ball this weekend because of a woman.

      “Why?” August barks. “What was his reason for not signing?”

      “Hudson tried. Bodaway was leery. And then he asked me my thoughts.”

      “And what are your thoughts, Ms. Gillingham?” August’s twitching jaw betrays his harmless tone.

      I feel her look at me as if searching for direction, but I keep my stare forward to avoid pulling her deeper into the North family drama. Hayes already thinks we’re sleeping together. If I protect her now, help her in any way, he’ll see that as confirmation.

      She clears her throat. “I shared with him a vision I had for a different kind of native experience. A better idea.” The pride in Lillian’s voice, her utter sincerity, makes me want to throw myself over her body to protect her from the incoming shrapnel.

      “A better idea?” Alex says.

      “I can’t wait to hear this.” Hayes rocks back in his chair, but his eyes are tiny slits aimed at Lillian. “Do tell us about your brilliant idea.”

      She hesitantly looks around the table, looking like she just started to wonder if maybe she’d said the wrong thing. “The night Hudson and I went to the Winter Solstice Festival—”

      “A festival, huh?” August shakes his head. “How fun to take time out of your business trip to attend a festival.” His gaze swings to mine. “Goddammit, Hudson, you had one job! One fucking job!” He slams his palms onto the tabletop, making Lillian jump.

      “I can’t make the guy sign the contract.” I know my words fall on deaf ears, but I continue anyway. “He’s worried about that kind of investment without having any hard evidence that Tséé will be successful in the long run.”

      “Oh, bullshit,” Hayes grumbles.

      “Give him some time. The resort just opened. Let him see the numbers rather than pressure him into a second deal.”

      “I knew I should’ve sent Hayes.” August flicks a hand toward my twin. “He’d rather castrate himself than come back without a signed contract.”

      “He’s not wrong.” Hayes shrugs and eyes me with contempt. “Where were your balls when you were supposed to be working Chatto to close this deal, huh?”

      Kingston scratches his throat. “All this toxic masculinity is making me itch.”

      Hayes slides his glare to Lillian. “I bet you know where his balls were—”

      “That’s enough.” I stand and pull Lillian’s chair back. The tension in the room grows suffocating as all eyes focus on me helping Lillian out of her chair. “Come on, you don’t need to put up with this shit.”

      August stands, his nostrils flared. “This meeting isn’t over!”

      I look him in the eye. “Yes. It is.” I put my hand on Lillian’s lower back to escort her out of the room. I catch all three of my brother’s noticing the contact, but at this point, I don’t give a fuck. Let them make their assumptions.

      “Gillingham!” Hayes barks.

      As if calling her name flips some internal obedience switch, she slams to a halt and faces him.

      “You’re fired. Effective immediately.” Hayes looks to August for confirmation.

      “Good call, son.” August looks at me as if daring me to disagree.

      I can’t. I think Lillian deserves a fuck of a lot better than she’s getting at North Industries.

      We don’t deserve her.

      None of us do.

      

  




Lillian

      Fired. Hayes finally got what he wanted. A reason to let me go.

      Instead of crying or throwing a fit, I focus on Hudson’s hand on my back. His big, warm palm rests on my spine while his fingers nearly brush my hip. My heart races as he guides me to the door. The glares in the room are pointed at me and make my skin crawl.

      I assume Hudson’s walking me back to the elevator so I can pack my things and leave. Instead, he steers me toward his office.

      “That was so bad,” I whisper, my voice shaking.

      “Yeah. It was.” His voice is tight with anger, and I wonder if he’s mad at me. But his hand is still on my lower back. Would he touch me if he were angry?

      “Mr. North, back already?” A cute brunette with big brown eyes hops up from her desk chair. “I have some messages for—”

      “Thank you, Becky,” Hudson says as we walk past her into his office. He finally drops his hand from my back. “Hold on to those messages. I’ll be with you shortly.”

      “Yes, sir—”

      He cuts her off with a slam of his door.

      Hudson spins toward me, and in two steps, he eats up the distance between us. He lifts his hands to my face but stops just shy of contact. My mind stumbles and stutters, thinking he’s going to kiss me. But he doesn’t. He drops his hands and takes a step back. “I’m so fucking sorry for what happened in there.” His eyes travel from my chin up, taking in every inch of my face. “Are you okay?”

      I swallow back my misplaced disappointment. Did he know I was called into that meeting to be fired? Without my job, I have nothing. Aaron and I depend on my paycheck. My parents depend on my paycheck. What the fuck am I going to do now?

      “I just got fired. No, I’m not okay.” I cross to the window on the far side of the room, putting as much distance between us as possible. The sun glimmers off New York Bay, making it look like it’s covered in diamonds, just like its wealthiest residents. I don’t belong here.

      “If you need money, I’ll give you however much you—”

      “God, please stop.” As if he could pay me out of my problem? Buy himself out of his guilt. “I don’t want your money.”

      “Let me help. I want to help you.” The air shifts as if he’s moving closer. “They have no legitimate reason to terminate—”

      “I sabotaged a huge business deal, Hudson.” I close my eyes. How had I never once stopped to consider how royally I screwed up in Sedona? I thought I had a good idea, so I shared it. Actions have consequences, Lillian. I can hear my high school counselor now. Especially the impulsive ones. And now I have no job. How many more times am I going to have to learn this lesson before it sticks?

      Hayes was right to fire me. I’ve made myself disposable to this company. I hurt more than I help.

      “Hey,” Hudson says from close behind me, cutting off my internal pity party. “You didn’t do anything wrong.”

      Not trusting my voice, I simply shake my head in disagreement.

      “Bodaway wasn’t going to sign it anyway.” He moves closer. “His mind was made up before you even opened your mouth.”

      I blink and turn toward him. How is it possible he becomes more attractive every time I see him? Even if he does still look identical to his steaming pile of shit wombmate.

      “You don’t know that. He might’ve signed had I not ruined it.” Thinking back to how proud I was of my idea, God, I must’ve looked like such a fool, subverting my own company’s interests. “I should’ve lied, told him to sign on for a second build. I don’t know why I didn’t think of that in the moment.” I do know why—I’m easily distracted and impulsive.

      “You built trust. Men like Bodaway respect honesty.” He tucks his hands under his biceps. “And my family will understand that once they’ve cooled off and I explain it to them again.”

      “Explain what?” How I sat there and rambled on and on about my brilliant idea without a single thought of how it might hurt Hudson’s reason for being there? Wait… why did Hudson let me do that? He was sitting next to me. He could’ve interjected, redirected, sent me a fucking text message to shut the hell up! I narrow my gaze on him, wondering if I’ve been seeing him clearly this whole time or if I’ve only been seeing what he wants me to see. Is he much more like his twin than he’s let on? “Why didn’t you say something? You let me dig my own grave in Sedona, and then you shoved me in it!”

      “What?” His face pales, and his expression blanks. “No, I—”

      “You didn’t stop me. Even afterward, you never mentioned my mistake.” A rush of awareness comes with instant nausea. “You wanted this deal to fail, you just didn’t want it to be your fault.”

      He recoils. “That’s not true.”

      “It makes sense.” I swipe at the single tear I refuse to let him see. “Hayes already hated me. I’m replaceable. I set myself up, and you shoved me into the crosshairs. What a great way to stick it to your family.”

      “You think I’d do that to you? After everything…” Hudson searches my expression, and worry weighs at the corners of his mouth. “And Hayes doesn’t hate you.”

      “Oh, please—”

      “He hates himself.” The steely conviction in his voice surprises me. “And he takes it out on others.”

      I laugh and swipe at more tears. “Poor Hayes.” I laugh humorlessly. “The real victim in all this.”

      “Lillian…” He crosses to me, his arms opening to pull me to his chest. How badly I want to fall into his embrace. But I won’t.

      I can’t. I don’t trust him. He’s a North, for God’s sake.

      “I have to go.” When I get to the door, I could swear that I hear him whisper my name.

      Or maybe I imagined it.
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      Lillian

      I’m thirty minutes late for a job I don’t have. Lucky for me, Aaron is sleeping, so when I slip out of our apartment, he is none the wiser.

      I was fired from North Industries two days ago.

      I haven’t told my brother I’ve been fired, and I won’t until I secure another job. The last thing I want to deal with is his disappointment. And my parents, because I know once he finds out, they’ll be the first people he’ll tell. They’ll worry about that extra few hundred dollars I send every month, just as Aaron will worry about his dwindling grocery fund. So I plan to keep leaving every morning and coming home in the evening at the same time I did when I was employed.

      I walk down the wet and slushy sidewalk, hoping to come up with a plan before I make it to the subway, or I’ll end up riding through the tunnels all day until it’s safe to go home. Without a recommendation from North Industries, I’m back to dog walking. How does one go from working at one of the most prestigious companies in the country to walking dogs? Oh, I know. I walk into a perfectly set trap. A juvenile game between men trying to prove whose dick is bigger. But I’m the one who pays the price.

      My pace quickens as my anger escalates.

      The wind blows, and icy rain falls from the sky. A coffee shop looms ahead, and I decide that rather than ride the subway all day, I’ll grab a coffee and try to figure out what I’m going to do next.

      I can’t believe I kissed him. Hudson, sweeping in as the nice twin. The charming and respectful North. The perfect ruse to do the most damage. In a lot of ways, he’s worse than Hayes, who at least is open about his dickheadedness.

      I order an extra-large latte and take a table in the corner. I pull out my phone and open my contacts. Hopefully she’s alone.

      After several rings, a sleepy female voice answers the phone. “Lily?”

      “Ellie, hi. I’m sorry, I didn’t mean to wake you.”

      “Late night,” she says through a yawn. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yeah, of course…” I thumb the cardboard coffee cup sleeve. “Actually… not really. I got fired yesterday.”

      “You got what?” The sleep in her voice has cleared, and anger tinges her voice. “Hayes… that dick. What did he do?”

      “It’s not him.” At least, not completely. “It’s a long story.” That I’m too embarrassed to tell. “I was wondering if you still needed help with Dizzy and Dutch?”

      “Oh, honey, I’m so sorry, but I have a dog walker. I guess I could let him go, but—”

      “No, don’t do that.” I couldn’t stomach being responsible for another person losing their job. I actually have a heart, unlike the North family—those motherfuckers. “If you know of anyone who needs a dog sitter, please give them my information. Maybe there’s someone in your building?”

      “Sure, I’ll ask around.”

      I blow out a discouraging breath. “Thank you. So, how are you?”

      “Busy. Work’s been crazy because of the holidays.”

      I’m sure that’s true. With all the holiday parties and the loneliness that the season brings, I’d bet Christmastime is the height of the escort business.

      “And finals during all that… It wiped me out. Listen, I’m going to try and get a little more sleep, but I’ll get back to you about the dog thing, okay?”

      “Thank you, Ellie. I owe you.”

      “No problem, honey. Speak soon.”

      I search job advertisements online, apply to a couple of grocery stores, a retail shop that sells sunglasses, and I even asked the coffee shop manager for an application. Figured I might as well since I’m planted here all day.

      At five o’clock, I begin a slow walk back to the apartment and pray that Aaron isn’t home. I doubly pray that he doesn’t ask me about my day. I’m a horrible liar. If only I had the deception skills of the North brothers.

      Then maybe I’d still be employed.

      

  




Hudson

      I gave August and Hayes a couple of days to calm down before approaching them. If I can convince them that North Industries is better off with Lillian on staff, more profitable, and that her ideas are an asset, they’ll see reason and hire her back. I need to explain exactly why I didn’t push harder with Bodaway. The only thing is, I’m not sure why I didn’t.

      Lillian accused me of sacrificing her on purpose and that I wanted the deal to fail to punish August. Is that what I did? As hard as I’ve worked to be nothing like August, is it possible there is some deep-coded shit in my DNA that makes cruelty inevitable?

      I shake off the disturbing thought as I approach August’s associate, Ms. Vogul. She greets me with questioning eyes. I never show up at his office without an appointment.

      “Hudson,” she says, always calling us by our first names as if she’s already secured the stepmom position that she so obviously wants. “Your dad never told me you were coming by.” She frantically sorts through Post It notes as if searching for something she missed.

      “That’s because he didn’t know. Sorry for just dropping in, but can he spare a minute?” I fully expect her to say no, so when she does, I’m hardly surprised.

      “I’m sorry. You’re welcome to call him on his cell and leave a message. I’m sure he’ll get back to you.”

      I’m not. “I’ll be quick.” I motion to the closed door of his office. I don’t hear any voices coming from the other side of the door. He must have five minutes for his son.

      “He’s not here. Last-minute business trip.” Her gaze moves around her desk, looking everywhere but at me.

      “Where to?”

      “I’m afraid I don’t know.”

      Ms. Vogul, you little liar. She wouldn’t let August out of her sight without knowing exactly where he is and exactly when he’ll be back. She’s hiding something.

      “Can you tell him to call me when he’s back in town?” There’s no use trying to get info out of her. She’d do anything to protect August.

      “Sure thing.”

      I leave her to her secret and cross the floor to Hayes’ office. My brother is in the process of bitching someone out, so I wait patiently outside until a slight little man with tortoiseshell glasses comes out crying.

      “What did you do to that guy?” I ask as I saunter into the room with a manner of I don’t give a fuck that I am far from actually feeling.

      Hayes flips a few pages over on his desk before stacking them together. “What can I do for you, traitor?”

      I roll my eyes. “I’m not a traitor.”

      He glares at me. “Picking a woman over family business? That’s the definition of a traitor.”

      I chuckle. “In what world? I didn’t pick Lillian over North. I simply let the woman share an idea that was a really fucking good idea. If you weren’t so hell-bent on doing everything your way, you’d see that too.”

      “Whatever, I’m not going to argue with you about this.” He rocks back in his chair. “What’s up?”

      I take the seat across from him and make sure I look him in the eye. “Hire Lillian back.”

      He barks out a laugh. “Fuck no. Are you crazy? You spent four days with her. You know what a shitshow she is. Regardless of how your dick feels about her—”

      “Jesus, Hayes…” I groan and eye the open door, hoping no one outside of the office heard him.

      “—logical brain has to admit she’s a detriment to this company.”

      “Are you blind? If you didn’t scare the shit out of her, maybe you’d get a chance to see how brilliant she really is. Firing her was a huge mistake.” I shrug. “Whatever. She’s going to get snagged up by one of our competitors, and they’ll actually listen to her ingenious ideas and rake in a profit for it.”

      His jaw ticks. “She’s going to one of our competitors?”

      I can practically hear the splash of gasoline on his anger.

      Another shrug. “I don’t think that’s any of our business.”

      “You might want to remind her next time she’s warming your bed—”

      “We’re not fucking, Hayes.” I’m getting really sick of his shit.

      “—remind her she signed an NDA when she was hired, and I will drag her ass through court battle after court battle if she shares any insider secrets—why are you laughing?”

      “And the Oscar for best villain performance goes to…” I shake my head because honestly, he sounds like such a jackoff. “It’s her idea. Not insider secrets. She’s not out to overthrow the company, she just wants to work hard and earn enough money to live on. You’d know that if you took even a half a second to get to know her.” I tilt my head and study the angry slash of Hayes’ brows and his flexing jaw, and I think I finally see in him what Lillian does. “She thinks you hate her.”

      He schools his expression as if trying to wipe away the contempt on his face. Like he’s a dry-erase board. “I don’t hate her.”

      “You also don’t like her. Why?”

      He shrugs. “I can’t help who I am, brother.”

      “You absolutely can. And you can start by hiring Lillian back.” I slap the arms of my chair before standing.

      “She’s not North quality.”

      “Why did you hire her in the first place?” My question strikes a nerve my brother desperately tries to hide. I see it in the way he tenses and absently adjusts his tie. “I know Ellie asked for the favor. But why did you do it?” It’s not like Hayes to do favors for anyone.

      “Gillingham told you all that, did she?”

      “She did.” I lean forward, placing my elbows on my knees and folding my hands together to keep them from wrapping around my brother’s throat. He’s hiding something. I can read him as well as I can read my own face. “You hired her and have been looking for a legitimate reason to fire her ever since.”

      “Not true.” He sniffs. “I was hoping she’d quit. She’s more durable than she looks.”

      She is. Small and delicate with a spirit of steel. “You know, Lillian could sue North Industries for wrongful termination. Not only would you have to prove she purposefully sabotaged the deal with It’oh, but you’d have to say on record why you hired her in the first place.”

      He works his jaw back and forth.

      What on earth happened between Ellie and my brother?

      “Lillian won’t sue. She’s durable, not stupid.”

      I wish Lillian was here to witness my brother admit that he doesn’t think she’s stupid. Or weak. “She’s far from stupid, bro. If we don’t hire her back with a heartfelt apology and a raise, I get the feeling she could make things very uncomfortable for you.”

      He clears his throat and shuffles around some folders on his desk. “You’ll need August to lift the do-not-hire off her paperwork.” He’s not telling me no. Progress.

      “Where is he anyway? I wasn’t aware of any business-related trips, and the man never takes a vacation.”

      Hayes’ eyes flicker with knowing. He and August are becoming more and more alike, and in doing so, it seems they’re bonding. Growing closer. It’s becoming harder and harder to tell them apart. I worry for my twin. His desire to win August’s love, coupled with his unrelenting need for success, is turning him into an unfeeling monster. More so now than ever.

      “He’ll be back in a few days.”

      A few days. Perfect. I’ll reach out to Lillian and let her know… no. I’ll wait until I get August to approve the hire, then I’ll reach out to Lillian and offer her a job with a raise.

      The only thing I have to do now is figure out what her job will entail.

    

  







            THIRTEEN

          

        

      

    

    




      Lillian

      “Are you sure it’s alright that you’re bringing me?” I ask Ellie as she carefully glues a fake eyelash to my lid.

      It’s Saturday night, almost a week since I was fired, and it’s taken that long to become restless with my days. I’ve been leaving every morning and wandering the streets of New York in the winter, searching for an opportunity to make money. I picked up a couple of dog walking jobs, but only enough to buy my meals during the day. When Friday rolled around, I couldn’t take any more. When Ellie called with an opportunity to rub elbows with New York’s movers and shakers, I was all over it.

      “Stop moving. There.” She backs away so I can see my face in the mirror. “Ta-dah! Gorgeous.”

      “Oh, wow, I look like a different person.” My eyes seem bigger and bluer, and my lips fuller with the addition of Ellie’s makeup. I turn to the side and study the loose curls that fall around my face and down my back. My very bare back. Ellie let me borrow one of her hundreds of dresses. This one has black sequins, a high neckline, no sleeves, and it’s backless—and tight enough to limit my oxygen intake by fifty percent.

      “You look like the same person, just a sexier version.” Ellie swipes on some lip gloss. “And, of course, it’s alright that I’m bringing you. I told you, this client is older, more of a grandpa type. And he’s not in it for sex, just company. He’s excited I’m bringing a friend.”

      My stomach twists with nausea.

      “Hey.” Ellie leans against the counter to face me. “Tonight will be nothing like the first time. I promise.” She frowns. “I still feel horrible about that. If I had known—”

      “There’s no way you could’ve known.” The man I was set up with was a real master of manipulation. Total Jekyll and Hyde. “And I’m fine. I trust you.”

      “Good. I promise I won’t leave you for even a second.”

      “You really think I’ll be able to make some connections tonight?”

      “Absolutely. Everyone there owns a company with billions.” She hands me a clutch and a pair of black pumps with red soles. “This group gets together twice a year to talk about how they can throw their money around charitably. Great opportunity for networking.”

      Dizzy, Ellie’s black Pomeranian, tries to jump on my lap.

      “No, Dizz. You’ll ruin the dress.” She scoops the dog up and puts him on her bed. “Even I’ve been offered jobs at these events. The kind my parents would be proud of.”

      “Why did you turn them down?” I’d have thought she’d jump at the chance to give up escorting.

      “They can’t afford me.” She winks. “Let’s go. Don’t want to keep Grandpa waiting.”

      “That’s… creepy.”

      I walk with Ellie through her Chelsea apartment lobby. Complete with its own security, doorman, and concierge on twenty-four-hour duty, the place is a whole different world from what I’m used to. How much money does she make?

      There is a white SUV with black tinted windows waiting for us at the door. We slip into the backseat without a word to the driver.

      I hold my clutch tightly, my hands pressed into my lap, a physical manifestation of how anxious I’m feeling about tonight.

      “Things you should know for mingling tonight. They call themselves The Firebirds—a rich boys club that goes back, like, two hundred years. They would call themselves a charitable fraternity.” She says the last words with air quotes. “They play a lot of golf, fish on their yachts, pay for women, and host fundraising events yearly. Membership is invite-only, and only the wealthiest of the wealthy make the list.”

      My palms get sweaty.

      “They’re arrogant, entitled, and highly influential. They have a tribal mindset. All you have to do is impress one of them, and you’re in.”

      “In?”

      She shrugs. “Yeah, in. For anything. Job, recommendation, I knew a girl who had one of these guys pay for her doctorate degree. I’m telling you, they have more money than they know what to do with. A beautiful woman like you, just bat those baby-blue eyes, and you’ll have them eating out of your palm.”

      “I don’t want charity. I just need a job.”

      “I’m telling you, you’re in the right place.”

      The car pulls up to The Mark, an infamous hotel known for its old-world charm and two-thousand-dollar-per-night price tag. Ellie moves through the lobby as if she’s been here a million times before.

      A man roughly our age meets us near the elevators. He’s tall, dark-haired, and wiry.

      Ellie greets him with a smile. “Lillian, this is Edward, Mr. Goldberg’s man.”

      Edward doesn’t look directly at me. He dips his head. “Ma’am.”

      Mr. Goldberg has a man? Edward is missing the muscles of a security guard. More of a butler, maybe?

      In the elevator, it takes all my effort to keep my mouth shut. I have so many questions. Tonight, I have a real shot at getting back on my professional feet. I can’t afford to screw it up by blurting out anything and everything that comes into my head. We step out onto the top floor, the penthouse. I can already hear the low murmur of male voices and occasional laughter.

      Edward opens the door, but rather than showing us to the main living space, he leads us down a hallway and into a smaller living room with two couches and a coffee table. A bottle of champagne chills in a bucket with glasses, with a tray of caviar next to it.

      “Mr. Goldberg, your guests are here,” Edward says to the closed door at the end of the room. “Good evening, ladies.” He excuses himself with a small bow.

      “Thanks, Eddie.” Shit. I slam my lips together.

      Ellie giggles silently.

      I really need to get better at this whole elegance thing.

      “This is insane,” I say as soon as Edward is out of the room. “I’ve always wondered what the inside of this hotel looks like but never imagined I’d get to see the penthouse.”

      She hands me a glass of champagne. “Do you see why I love my job?”

      We toast and sip the smooth and slightly sweet bubbly. I can still hear the party of male voices through the walls, and I wonder why we’re in here alone rather than out at the party.

      Mr. Goldberg doesn’t keep us waiting long. He’s a white-haired man with dark skin that’s been weathered by the sun. Probably the golf course and yacht Ellie mentioned. Everything about him looks like money—from his full head of thick white hair combed perfectly into place to his thick gold and diamond rings. When he smiles, he showcases a mouthful of perfectly white, straight teeth. Fake, if I had to guess.

      “Ellie, darling.” He envelopes her in his arms. “It’s so good to see you again.” He kisses her on the cheek and then pulls away from her and faces me. His smile brightens along with his eyes. “And this is your friend.”

      “Yes, Mr. Goldberg. This is Lillian.”

      “Lillian, what a beautiful name.” He takes me into his arms for a hug, and I hope that this is the only liberty he’s going to take with my body. “Aren’t I lucky? Two for the price of one.” He winks at Ellie.

      “I knew you’d be pleased,” she says. “Would you like a drink?”

      “I’d love a scotch and water.” He drops onto the couch close to where I was sitting.

      Ellie crosses the room to a small bar. It isn’t until I hear the clink of ice into a glass that I snap out of it and take my seat next to Mr. Goldberg.

      “Tell me about yourself, Lillian.” His gaze dips from my face to my breasts but doesn’t linger long. “Are you in school with Ellie?”

      “No,” I sip my drink and clear my throat. “I studied law—”

      “Law school, fantastic.” He seems genuinely impressed.

      I don’t clarify that I didn’t actually go to law school.

      “You want to be a lawyer, that’s wonderful. Thank you, dear.” He takes his drink from Ellie. “When I was in school, we had very few women getting law degrees.” He goes on for twenty minutes about his days in college and his early professional career as an investment banker. The whole thing is boring, but I see what Ellie meant by him just wanting company, so I respond, nod, and laugh in all the right places. That seems to please him.

      “What do you say we head out into the party?” He offers me an elbow, and Ellie takes the other. “I’ll be the envy tonight.” He leans in and kisses Ellie on the temple, then does the same to me. I try not to jerk away from the touch.

      The murmur of men’s voices gets louder the closer we get to the living space of the penthouse. We pass several bedrooms on the way. I wonder who all is staying here? Mark Zuckerberg? Jeff Bezos? Elon Musk, maybe? I am way out of my league.

      I suck in a breath when we turn a corner and enter a room filled with men dressed in a variety of dark-colored suits. The space swirls with the scent of rich food and expensive cologne. I search for other women, but they’re few and far between. I see two wearing matching tuxedo shirts and ties delivering drinks and only a handful more dressed in elegant cocktail dresses milling about the room.

      “David, you son of a bitch, I thought you’d fallen asleep back there.” A handsome blond man smacks his hand into Mr. Goldberg’s. He briefly takes in Ellie and me as if he’s taking a quick look to see if we’re worth his time. His attention is back on Mr. Goldberg. “That golf game really took it out of you, huh?”

      “Not the golf as much as the bourbon.”

      The next hour moves at about the same pace. I learn quickly that these parties are not for wives but professionals only—aka: food and beverage servers and escorts. Between the penthouse living, dining, and piano rooms, I’ve met over a dozen men. From hedge fund founders to owners of media conglomerates and cosmetic companies. And we haven’t even been to the rooftop patio yet. I’ve taken five offered business cards and endured an equal amount of awkward touches. I get the feeling that when one man is paying for company, other men feel entitled to touch the merchandise. A subtle hand on my bare back, a touch that lingers too long and dips too low.

      When Diamond (yes, that’s his name) Kent, the owner of a football team, leans in and lets his lips brush against my earlobe while asking me about what I’m doing later, I decide it’s time to check out the patio.

      I rub my ear, still feeling his wet lips. “Do men really think that’s sexy?”

      Ellie’s holding in her laughter so much that her cheeks turn red.

      “Oh baby, you’re so sexy. Let me give you a wet willy,” I say for only her ears as we head up the winding staircase to the patio. “Money doesn’t buy class, that’s for sure.”

      “That dark-haired guy with the mole on his cheek?”

      “Donald? The tech firm guy?”

      “Yes!” Ellie hands me a Post It note. “He slipped this into my hand.”

      “You have the sexiest thumbs…” I stop at the top landing and grin. “Is he for real?”

      “Keep reading.”

      “…Are you into anal play? Call me.” I throw my head back, laughing. “The rich are a bunch of kinky bastards.”

      She snags the note back. “You have no idea. The stories I could tell.”

      “You could write a book,” I say while pushing open the door to the patio. “Hold on, you’re keeping the note.” My smile is so big it hurts. “You’re going to call him, aren’t you? You’re going to tickle his butthole with your thumbs.”

      “If the price is right.”

      We both burst into obnoxious laughter, gaining the attention of everyone around us.

      

  




Hudson

      Standing on top of The Mark overlooking Central Park, with the Upper West Side in the distance, has me missing the vacant desertscape of Sedona. New York is loud and busy, which usually makes it easy to go day to day without having to slow down and be alone with my thoughts. The city no longer seems to have the same effect. If only I could fall back into the chaotic fold and leave all thoughts of peace, quiet, and Lillian behind.

      I accepted the invitation to tonight’s party because I knew August would be here. I got him alone long enough to plead Lillian’s case and argue for her rehire from every angle I could. But the more I pushed, the more he resisted. He called her presence a cancer. Said she crippled Hayes’ department, and now she’s working on me. As if Lillian is the problem rather than August’s own narcissism and unquenching desire for power?

      Even now, watching August surrounded by other rich, powerful men as they all stroke their own egos in a theoretical circle-jerk, I wonder how the hell I got here. Was this the life I always wanted? Lillian asked me in Sedona what I would do if I didn’t work for North Industries, and I couldn’t think of a single thing. Not one fucking thing. At what point did I give my whole life up for a man who has never looked at me as more than an extension of himself? The answer is easy. My life was never mine to begin with.

      “Hey, stranger.”

      I turn to see Hillary, a beautiful blonde who’s made a living servicing this type of crowd, saunter up to the railing beside me. Her dark eyes shine with genuine happiness to see me.

      “Hey, you.” I grin and welcome her kiss on my cheek. “You look amazing, as always.”

      Hillary is tall with long legs, round hips, and a big smile. She’s worked with Hayes a few times, but I mostly see her at these gatherings with Dr. Marvin Louis, the owner of the biggest cosmetic surgery office in New York.

      “Thank you.” She leans in a little closer. “But I’d give anything to be in my sweats and a pair of flip-flops right now.”

      At least I’m not the only one wishing I was someplace else.

      “When I saw you from a distance, I thought you were Hayes.”

      I sigh internally. “What gave me away?”

      She smirks. “No scowl.”

      “Ah… yes.” I chuckle. “I guess that would give me away.”

      “God, these things are so boring.” She faces the park, and I join her. She rocks into my side. “At least I’m paid to be here. What’s your excuse?”

      With my eyes on the distant city lights, I confess. “I suppose I’m paid to be here as well.” When was the last time I did something because I wanted to rather than because I felt obligated?

      “So listening to other men brag about their conquests and successes doesn’t give you a boner like it does the rest of them?”

      I bark out a laugh. “Not even a little bit.”

      We talk about current events and sports, and I’m reminded why women like Hillary make the kind of money they do. She has a master’s degree, speaks three languages, and is an excellent conversationalist. For the first time tonight, I don’t feel bored to tears.

      Just when I thought this would be the highlight of my evening, I hear laughter from across the patio. Contagious laughter that strikes a familiar nerve. My stomach muscles tense, and a tingling sensation fills my blood.

      I follow the sound and land on a pair of striking blue eyes.

      Lillian.

      As if I’d called to her with my voice, she looks right at me. I watch her surprise morph into caution and then indifference. Her blank expression flickers with irritation when she spots the woman standing beside me. My chest throbs as she moves toward me. I get the vague sense that she’s drawing attention from everyone on the patio, but I can’t pull my eyes away from her long enough to check. It isn’t until she’s right in front of me that I realize she’s not alone. She’s here with Ellie.

      In the time it takes her to say hi, I’ve already drawn conclusions. No job. She’s giving escorting another shot. Which means she’s here with someone else, someone who has paid for her company, possibly even access to her body.

      From what I know of Lillian, everything about that makes me utterly confused. And irrationally furious.

      “You moved on quickly.” The bite in my voice makes her scowl.

      Her gaze darts to Hillary, then back to mine, her expression smug as she draws her own conclusions. “Finally found a job where I’m shown respect and appreciation for my creativity.”

      My blood turns to liquid fire in my veins. The thought of one of these assholes between her legs, swallowing down her wanton moans and holding her body as she quakes from release, makes me want to break something. Preferably the arms of whoever she’s here with.

      She looks fucking beautiful. Sexy curves wrapped in a tight dress, shapely legs on display, and all that gorgeous blond hair framing big eyes and a pair of lips that I ache to kiss. “You definitely look the part,” I say as I do a slow inspection of her from foot to face.

      She looks between Hillary and me. A flicker of pain registers in her eyes before they turn cold and hard. She smirks. “As do you, Mr. North.”

      Her implication, grouping me with the likes of Hayes and August, snaps the last of my control. I fist my hands to keep from gripping her and pulling her aside. “If you’ll excuse us,” I say to Hillary and Ellie while keeping my eyes locked on Lillian’s. “I’d like to have a word with Lillian alone.”

      “It’s okay,” Lillian says to Ellie, who is reluctant to leave, which only manages to piss me off more. Does she think Lillian isn’t safe with me?

      “Ellie, let’s grab a drink,” Hillary says, and finally, Lillian and I are alone at the edge of the party.

      I step close, towering over her and sending her back a few steps to put more distance between us and prying ears. “You’re selling your body now, huh?”

      She lifts a defiant chin. “That’s none of your business.”

      I roll my lips between my teeth to keep from yelling, the hell it isn’t! She’s right. What she does is none of my fucking business. So then why do I feel betrayed?

      “I’ve been busting my ass trying to get your job back for you,” I say through clenched teeth.

      “Oh yeah? Is that what you were doing tonight? Busting your ass to help me?” Her jaw clenches. “Is the gorgeous woman you were cuddled up to the head of HR?”

      I recoil at the implication. “Don’t be ridiculous. You have no idea the lengths I’ve gone to for you.”

      She shrugs. “Don’t bother.” Again with that stiff chin. “I’ve moved on.”

      “Oh yeah?” My lips curl back from my teeth. “And you’re happy to pad your bank account with fuck money, are you?”

      Her expression is equally fierce as she leans forward, putting herself just inches away. “How dare you judge me. You know nothing about me!”

      I grip her hip and jerk her body against mine. As I bury my face in her neck, she gasps. “I know what your lips feel like. I can still feel your nipple against my tongue. And I know the heady sounds you make when you come.”

      She shoves me away. “You’re disgusting!” Her face is flushed, her pulse throbs in her throat, and her rapid breath punches against her ribs.

      “That’s what you want, though, right? You want me in the same box you’ve put my family in. Because when you keep me in that box, assume I’m the worst kind of man, then maybe you have a chance of not falling into my bed.”

      “You really are just like them.” Her eyes tighten to slits. “A true North, through and through.” She turns so quickly that I’m left with my mouth open, searching for the right response, but nothing comes.

      She pushes through the crowd and throws the door open so hard it cracks against the wall.

      A dozen pairs of eyes are on me, and I’ve no place to hide. As much as I want to, I won’t chase her down. My hands shake, and my pulse is erratic. I’m not in a good headspace for conversation. I want to kiss her hard and show her just how wrong she is. Pleasure her with my tongue and brand her with my teeth. I want to tease her until she begs me to make her mine. Only mine.

      “She’s a firecracker.”

      I stare at Travis Everfield, the son of an oil tycoon, as he settles next to me. His gaze moves from the door where Lillian just stormed out. Travis is a born and bred billionaire who has never had to work a day in his life. He hangs out with Hayes and frankly acts just like him.

      “Yes.” I do my best to unlock my jaw. “She is.” Which is one of the things I like about her.

      He sips his drink, which is something clear over ice, with an olive. “Some people don’t know when to give up.” His diamond pinkie ring catches in the light. Fucking douchebag.

      “What?”

      He nods in the direction of the door. “Her. She’s not cut out for the business.”

      My entire body locks up, every muscle tense to the point of pain.

      “Shame, too. She’s hot. But frigid as fuck.” He chuckles. “She needs to be broken.”

      “The fuck did you just say?”

      “I’m just stating the obvious. I had her once.” He shakes his head. “She put up a fight. Uptight bitches aren’t worth the paper their pay is printed on.”

      My brain nearly short circuits.

      Lillian’s words from Sedona come back to me in aching clarity.

      I’ll spare you the details. Turns out, escorting wasn’t for me.

      That’s all she said. But I remember the tension in her body, the way she avoided my eyes. This is why Hayes felt obligated to hire Lillian. Why Ellie insisted Hayes give her a job. It all makes sense now. But did my brother know she’d been assaulted? Did he know and still chose to treat her like shit?

      “Don’t sweat it, man.”

      I look at Travis, his slicked-back hair, entitled fucking grin, and his height and muscle. Jesus, Lillian must’ve been terrified.

      He smirks. “There’s plenty of easy pussy—”

      My fist connects with his jaw with a sickening crack. He drops hard. His body a ragdoll. Even though he’s out cold and unable to defend himself, I kick him in the stomach. I rear back for another blow when two arms wrap around me from behind.

      “Hudson, what the hell!”

      I shove whoever grabbed me and hover over Travis’ downed body. “You touch her again, I will fucking end you!”

      Ellie calls my name, but I ignore her. I can’t talk to her right now. Not knowing what I know. Not knowing that she’s part of the reason Lillian was in that situation to begin with.

      I slam my fist into the elevator call button, wanting to get away. To run. To burn off the swirling emotions inside me.

      I need to talk to Lillian.

    

  







            FOURTEEN

          

        

      

    

    




      Lillian

      I texted Ellie in the elevator down that I was headed home. I’m sure she saw my grand exit. She texted back, saying she wished she could leave with me but that she’s on the clock and would call me as soon as she could.

      I search for an Uber as I walk quickly through the lobby. I don’t think Hudson would chase me down, but I can’t help but feel like he’s on my heels. The crisp January wind hits me with the chilly reminder that I didn’t bring a coat. I wrap my arms around myself, prepared to wait for an Uber, when I see Carina sitting in Hudson’s car.

      We make eye contact, and I curse to myself before saying screw it and walking home. Okay, maybe not all the way home, but far enough away from Hudson’s driver. My nose gets numb, and the cold air stings my legs as I walk away quickly in an attempt to stay warm. I replay my fight with Hudson and get angrier with each step. I’m headed down Park Avenue to seventy-second when a black car pulls up beside me.

      “Lillian, stop!” Hudson is halfway out of the car door.

      I glare at Carina. Judas. She shrugs as if to say she has no choice.

      Even knowing I have no chance of outrunning Hudson in these high heels, I pick up my pace. He comes around me, and I slam to a halt to keep from running into him. Touching him would be the worst thing I could do. His scent alone is enough to scramble any rational thought. I take a healthy step back.

      He notices. “I’m not going to hurt you.”

      “What do you want, Hudson? I have nothing left to say to you. I just want to go home.” I cringe at the way my voice cracked on that last word.

      Compassion softens his features. “Oh, Lily,” he says softly. “I’m so sorry. This is all my fault.”

      I’m curious but hesitant. Don’t forget who he is. North men are notorious manipulators. I don’t want to fall for his kindness and sincerity again.

      A burst of freezing wind zips through me.

      “Do you want my jacket?” He’s already taking it off.

      “No.”

      “Please, take it.” He tries to drape it over my shoulders, but I shrug him off and take another step back.

      The last time he gave me his coat, I ended up wrapped around his hips with my tongue in his mouth.

      His hazel eyes glimmer with warmth. “You’re freezing. Can I please take you someplace warmer so we can talk?”

      “I have nothing more to say to you.”

      He nods sadly. “I know. But I have so much I need to say to you. I’m begging you. One hour of your time, and then you’ll be rid of me.”

      Begging. Has a North ever begged?

      “Carina can stay with us the whole time if you want,” he rushes to say in a last-ditch effort. “Whatever you need to feel safe.”

      My toes are numb, and my face is freezing. My teeth are even chattering. I could freeze to death out here before I get another ride home.

      “Fine.”

      Hudson’s shoulders drop, along with his chin. “Thank God,” he mutters. His relieved eyes come back to mine. “Thank you.”

      With my chin held high, I walk ahead of him to the car and slip into the backseat. I bite back a long sigh at the warmth emanating from the seats. He slides in after me but keeps his distance. He shares a look with Carina in the rearview mirror, then turns toward me.

      “Would it be alright if we went to my place? It’s right up the street, and Carina will take you straight home after.”

      The alternative is my house and Aaron. I can’t risk him hearing anything about me being fired, so… “That’s fine.”

      “Thank you.” Hudson nods to Carina.

      We don’t speak during the short drive to Hudson’s building. Carina opens the back door.

      “Would you mind coming up with us,” I hear Hudson say to her.

      “It’s okay,” I say as I step out of the backseat. Standing just inches from Hudson, I glare at him. “I’m not afraid of you.”

      Carina tries to hide a smile, and I see pride glimmer in her eyes. Okay, fine, she’s forgiven.

      I follow Hudson through the doors into a lobby that smells of polished wood and leather. He’s greeted by name, to which he answers solemnly but politely. The elevator attendant makes small talk with Hudson, but I remain silent.

      Hudson’s home is exactly the kind of place I pictured him living in. Spacious, with lots of windows and overstuffed furniture for lounging. As if he cares more about comfort and the comfort of his guests than he does about making it into an interior design magazine. Not that the place doesn’t look like it’s had a professional’s touch. The natural woods and earth-toned textures combined with live plants and soft throw blankets make for the ideal Zen experience—something I can’t imagine Hudson concerning himself with.

      “Are you hungry? Want something to drink?”

      “No. Just say what you need to say so we can finally bury this, and I can move on with my life.”

      “Right.” He stares at his feet and nods.

      Why does he have to look so crushed? The ice around my heart cracks a little.

      He rubs the back of his neck. “Can we sit?”

      “I’m fine standing.” I’m not. My feet hurt, and I’m exhausted. But I’m also being difficult because I do not want to make any of this easy on him.

      He shoves his hands into his pockets. His eyes hesitantly meet mine. “Remember in Sedona you asked me what I would do if I didn’t work for North Industries?”

      I nod.

      “I’ve only ever been loyal to my family and our business. From taking my brother’s side in a schoolyard fight, even if I knew he was wrong, to lying to defend my father’s reputation, there’s nothing I wouldn’t do to protect the North name.”

      “I’m aware,” I say dryly, with a frigid bite. I’m collateral damage resulting from the loyalty of which he speaks.

      He cringes but continues. “Please understand, I’ve never been given an option. I know nothing outside of North Industries. Nothing matters outside of the North family.”

      I roll my eyes and would openly gag if there wasn’t a part of me that felt sorry for him.

      “What I’m trying to say is…” He stares at the floor, shifting from one foot to the other as if trying to decide how much he wants to disclose or how he wants to say it. With a shake of his head, his eyes come back to mine. “If I buried you in Sedona—”

      “If?”

      “Fine. When I buried you.” His expression pinches with revulsion. “If I did that to hurt my family, I had no conscious awareness of it. I’m not saying it’s not possible. God knows I have enough family issues to keep a whole team of therapists employed for life.”

      “Then why? Why did you do it?”

      He licks his lips—Ugh. Why does he have to do that?! “That’s the part I wanted to talk to you about.”

      “Go ahead. Get it out.” My voice gets louder and louder, and my anger boils, with rage on its heels. “I’m dying to hear why you wouldn’t step in, speak up, save me when you had every opportunity to! Tell me why!” I swipe at the tears streaming down my cheeks.

      “Lily—”

      “You have no idea what losing my job has cost me!”

      “I’m sorry—”

      “Why didn’t you stop me?”

      “Because I’m infatuated with you.”

      I slam my mouth closed.

      “That night at the table, listening to you share your idea with so much pride and conviction… the excitement in your voice. I was captivated. I couldn’t have stopped you if I’d wanted to, and I really didn’t want to. I would’ve listened to your ideas all night.” He rubs his hands down his face. “Jesus, Lillian. What are you doing to me?”

      “I…” I swallow hard. My eyes finally dry. “Don’t know what to say.”

      “Don’t say anything. You deserved the truth. My truth.”

      My eyes narrow. “And what is that truth, exactly?”

      

  




Hudson

      Yes, great fucking question.

      “Well…” I blow out a breath and straighten my spine because after all we’ve been through, after tonight, it’s time to put it all on the table. “I like you, Lillian. A lot. I held myself back because you were an employee at North. I don’t cross professional boundaries.”

      “Held back.” She snorts.

      Grateful for something other than tears, I lift my brows. “I did. Believe me. The hardest thing I’ve ever had to do was walk you back to your room on New Year’s Eve. Not touching you the next day was torture. Not being able to kiss you, hold you…” A shiver runs through my whole body, and goosebumps race along my skin. “I want you, Lillian. And you should know I have never wanted anyone with the intensity that I want you.”

      She blinks rapidly as if my words carried with them a powerful breeze.

      “You want your job back at North, and you deserve that. I’ll exhaust my resources and influence to make that happen.”

      “And if North Industries rehires me, you’ll just, what? Stop wanting me?”

      I’m already shaking my head. “I can’t control how I feel. Trust me, I would if I could. But I’ll respect you and leave you alone.”

      She seems to think that over, then nods her head. “So that’s it. Why make this big confession? Why put yourself out there?”

      “Because I can’t stomach the idea that you believe I think so little of you that I’d use you to hurt my family. I can’t live in a world where you hate me. You mean too much to me now.” Three little words dance at the tip of my tongue, but I force them back. Love? I don’t know. Obsession? Maybe. Whatever I feel makes me hungry for her next word, desperate for her next breath, and crazed at the thought of her hurting.

      She seems to process all I’ve given her before lifting her chin. “Thank you for your honesty. But I’m not convinced you’re being completely truthful about—”

      “Oh, Lily…” I shake my head, grinning at the absurdity. “Can’t you feel the truth in my words?” The pull between us, the electricity that stirs in the air when we’re close, am I the only one who feels that? More than lust, more than attraction, what we have is something more.

      She rolls her lips between her teeth and says no more.

      “Right. I understand.” Why should she trust me? I clear my throat as the uncomfortable silence hangs between us. “I’ll let Carina know you’re ready to go home.” I send a quick text to my driver to let her know Lillian is on her way and then walk a quiet, contemplative Lillian out. I hit the elevator call button. “I’ll be in touch about the rehire situation,” I say while keeping my eyes forward and on the elevator doors because I know if I look at her, I’ll want to kiss her.

      She doesn’t answer verbally, but I catch a small bob of her head out of my peripheral.

      The elevator pings, and the double doors open. I step back just as Lillian steps into the carriage. Be strong, Hudson. Say goodbye. Walk away.

      Her blue eyes lift to mine, and for a moment, I forget how to breathe. My chest cramps from the lack of oxygen, and when I force myself to inhale, she notices.

      She bites her lip and blushes. Her fingers are white knuckled on her clutch. Is she breathing harder?

      The doors slowly close. My pulse speeds. This is it. Once she’s gone, that’s it.

      “Lily, wait!” I slip in through the doors. Panting like I ran ten miles rather than two steps to get to her. I watch her surprise turn to acceptance and, finally, desire.

      We slam together. My hands in her hair. Her fists at my shirt. Our kiss an attack that’s sure to leave bruises. I turn her around, press her hard against the wall, and hit the stop button on the elevator call pad. She moans her approval while her fingers slip between the buttons of my shirt.

      I wrap my hand in her hair and deepen the kiss. She arches into me, pressing her breasts against me. A feral growl rips from my chest.

      “I want you.” I lick up her throat and bite her lip.

      “Yes,” she breathes.

      Just like the night at the vortex, I hike her leg up over my hip. Her short dress slides up to expose her open thighs and the thin black strip of lace between her legs. I’m breathing hard, my head dizzy with desire. I tug the lace aside and groan at the visual of her open and wet for me.

      “Fucking beautiful.”

      She gasps when I tease her with the tips of my fingers.

      I can’t take my eyes off my hand, and when I slip two fingers inside, she falls limp against me. “Mmm… so wet. You feel so good, Lily.”

      She rocks her hips against my hand, reaching, racing.

      “Not so fast.” I pull my fingers out, only leaving in the very tips. She whimpers. I want to draw her pleasure out as long as possible. “I plan to take my time with you.”

      “Oh, my God,” she breathes against my neck.

      I pump my fingers in and out slowly, and when she rocks her hips against me again, I remove my fingers completely. “Ah ah ah.”

      Her gaze is icy blue fire, and I sense she’s about to call me every bad name in the book. But fiery eyes turn molten when I bring my fingers to her lips.

      “Open. Good girl.” My drenched fingers slip easily between her lips and along her tongue. “Suck.” She closes her eyes and moans. “Mmm, just like that.” I watch my fingers slide in and out between her lips, sliding deeper every time until my knuckles hit her teeth, and yet, she takes me with ease to the back of her throat. “Perfect. Everything about you.”

      I catch a wicked glint in her eyes as she runs her teeth along my fingers. A hiss escapes me. I grip her lower jaw with my fingers still against her tongue. “You like to bite?”

      The corner of her lips tilt, and she bites my fingers hard.

      “Fuck me,” I groan as the pleasure-pain fires my blood and hardens me further. “So do I.”

      She has me panting. Needing. At this point, I’d beg her to hurt me.

      She continues to suck at my fingers. I pull them from her lips, and she frowns as if she’d be happy to suck me for days. She seems too good to be real, and yet, I feel her heat, breath, and raging pulse against me.

      “Stay the night with me.” I kiss up her neck. Grip her breast and squeeze. “I’ll give you whatever you need. However many times you need it. Please…” I lick her lower lip and pull the plump flesh between my teeth.

      “Yes,” she sighs.

      I hit the door open button and pull her by her hand back to my condo. In seconds, we’re on each other again. Hands ripping at clothes. Teeth nipping at skin. I need to get at her. In her.

      The bedroom is too far. The living room is too. I lift her up and place her on the kitchen island. Kissing her hard, I grip her throat and give a gentle squeeze. “Lay back.” I push her down until she’s flat on the counter. I take each high-heeled foot and place them flat on the bar. I slide my hands up her silky legs to her knees, then down her soft thighs with gentle pressure until she’s wide open. The visual makes me catch my breath. Lillian on her back, all that blond hair like a halo around her face, dress hiked up around her hips, and the strip of lace between her legs that does little to cover the treasure that lies beneath.

      “This image of you spread out in my kitchen is something I will never forget,” I say while running my palm along the outside of her thigh. “You’re a feast, Lily.” I lick my lips. “And I’m fucking starved.”

      The first taste of Lillian has me gripping my hard-on to keep from exploding. Her breathy sounds fill my ears while her flavor fills my mouth. I devour her as if I’ll never get another chance. Every swallow of her sweet essence fills me with possessive pride as I draw every drop of her inside me. Soon, I’ll be deep inside her, too.

      With her hands in my hair, her nails rake against my scalp. My name falls from her lips in a heated plea. “Hudson, please.”

      “Not yet.” I don’t want this to end.

      Ever.

      I push the single word from my thoughts. Bringing a woman into the shitstorm that is the North family is something I wouldn’t wish on anyone. Forever isn’t on the table. But Lillian’s sexy, wanton body is.

      With my mouth between her legs and a firm hold on her hip to keep her still, I slide my free hand up her ribcage to palm her breast. Her back arches. I roll the firm peak of her nipple between my fingers, recording in my memory each sound she makes. Mapping every spot on her body where she gets pleasure and every touch that drives her wild, I store the vital information away.

      I take Lillian on a ride, bringing her close to climax and then backing her off. Over and over until her fingers rip through my hair and her skin is damp with sweat. She reaches her hand between her legs and tries to put out the fire herself.

      I grip her wrist. “No.”

      She trembles with the need to come. Coiled and ready to burst. I know it makes me an asshole, but I fucking love that I did this. Love that I got her here. And love that I’ll be the one to give her relief.

      “Please.” Her voice shakes.

      I stand and scoop her into my arms. She hooks her hand around my nape and kisses me. The taste of her on my tongue mixes with the sweetness of her mouth, and the combination winds her even tighter. She bites my lips, licks my neck, and whispers dirty promises in my ear.

      By the time I get her to my bed, I’m beyond all reason and logical thinking. I cannot get inside my woman fast enough.

      My woman?

      No, this woman.

      A woman. Whatever.

      I sit her on the edge of my bed and help her out of her dress. The light that spills in from the hallway gives enough light for me to see her, even in the dark room. I kneel to slip off her shoes while her full breasts, which are overflowing the lace cups of her bra, heave just inches from my face.

      “Have I told you how fucking sexy you are?” I grip her hips and yank her toward me so that I’m kneeling between her legs. I lick her nipples through her bra and bite and suck until the flimsy fabric glistens over the cherry-red tips. “Gorgeous,” I whisper.

      She unbuttons my shirt, lifts my undershirt over my head, and then tells me to stand. Standing between her open thighs, my hard-on punches at my zipper. She works my belt, and when my pants fall, pooling at my feet, my dick springs toward her.

      “Who’s the sexy one now?” she says and fists the heavy weight between my legs.

      I groan at the attention. Even over my underwear, her touch feels incredible. She strokes me from base to tip, her grip surprisingly strong, given how tiny she is. I want to be rid of the fabric between us. Need to feel her skin on mine. I tug at the elastic band of my underwear, and she slaps my hand away.

      “Not yet.”

      The corner of my mouth lifts. She intends to make me suffer, draw out my torture the way I did her. Bring it on. If anyone can handle self-denial, it’s me.

      I stand still and let her play. I run my fingers through her hair, tease her breasts, and run the pad of my thumb along her lower lip while she torments my painfully hard erection.

      “I could do this all night, sweetheart.” I sink my thumb between her lips.

      She sucks it hard and coaxes a growl to crawl up from my chest.

      “You really are perfect.” I watch my thumb disappear between her lips over and over and over.

      She tugs my underwear down, exposing my aching need to her ravenous eyes. She slides to the middle of the bed and gets up on her knees. With her eyes on mine, she removes her bra. Her panties next. She flings them at my chest, where they hit and fall to the floor. With a heaving breath and wicked promise in her eyes, she waits for me to pounce.

      This time, I don’t make her wait.

      

  




Lillian

      Hudson moves like he’s spring-loaded. I fall to my back with a squeal of delight as he settles between my legs. His mouth is at my throat, his teeth scraping along the sensitive skin up to my earlobe. “Tell me how you like it, Lily.” His voice is deep and heavy with desire. “You drive me crazy.” He nips at my earlobe. “I don’t want to scare you.”

      I tilt my hips, feeling the thick heat of his need probe my tender flesh. “I don’t scare easily. I can take it.” I dig my heel into the bed and flip him to his back so that I’m on top, straddling his hips. “Maybe you’re the one who needs the warning.”

      He runs his hands up my torso and cups my breasts. “Do your worst, Ms. Gillingham.”

      We make out on Hudson’s big bed, taking turns on top. His hands on me, my hands on him, his tongue, my tongue, we suck and lick and drive each other into a frenzy until we’re both shaking with the need for release.

      Hudson pulls a condom from his bedside table, but I snag it and allow myself the honor of putting it on. Pushing him to his back, I lift myself over him. Waves of pride roll through me at the way he looks at me, as if I’m a once-in-a-lifetime treat that he refuses to miss a moment of.

      With my palms braced on his impressive chest, I lower myself. Stretching. Filling. I take each inch slowly to keep from being split in two. I’ve never been with a man so… endowed. No wonder the North men all walk around like they’re God’s gift to women. If they’re all carrying Hudson’s anatomy, they’ve earned the right to brag.

      Fully seated, I give my body a moment to become accustomed to the sheer size of him.

      He squeezes my hips. “You good, baby?”

      I roll my hips and then bite my lip hard to keep from moaning.

      His deep chuckle vibrates at our connection. “Is that a yes, Lily?”

      “Yes,” I moan and drop my head back.

      With his head on the pillow, his hands explore while he watches me find my own pleasure against him. Different angles, depths, and movements hit erotic parts of my body I never realized I had. I close my eyes, lost in the sensation of moving against him and listening to him whisper words of encouragement.

      My pace quickens, and the orgasm held off all night surges to the surface.

      In a breath, I’m flipped. Hudson’s hips piston forward. He hooks one arm behind my knee, pulling it up and out, opening me to drive himself impossibly deeper. He pounds into me with unrelenting force. My mouth drops open, but no sound comes out as every powerful thrust robs my voice.

      I never knew I’d like rough sex, but between every slam forward, I beg for more. Harder. Deeper. I want to feel him everywhere. Need him to leave not a single part of me unmoved. Untouched.

      He holds me captive. Pinned to the bed. Open and immobile as he lets go of the last of the tight control he keeps himself under. His movements quicken. His grip is bruising.

      He drops his mouth to mine. “You’re heaven.” He kisses me hard, robbing me of my voice and breath. I gasp for air and moan his name. “Fucking heaven.”

      He reclaims my mouth. Slams into me hard once. Twice. And the third time, I fall.

      Every cell in my body explodes like tiny fireworks. My back bows off the bed. Ecstasy blasts through me. Stars dance behind my eyes as a feeling of flying shoots through my veins. Hudson’s mouth covers mine, and he growls between my lips with one final thrust that leaves him boneless and panting.

      “Holy fuck,” he breathes against my lips.

      “You took the words out of my mouth.”

      “That was…” He shakes his head, then drops a single kiss to my forehead, the tip of my nose, my chin, and finally, my lips. “You’re fucking phenomenal.”

      He pushes up, and we both groan at the loss of connection. I watch his dark shadow move through the room to the bathroom. I should reach for my clothes, get dressed, and get out of his hair. But I’ve yet to regain full strength, so instead, I pull a soft down pillow under my head and close my eyes.

      The bed smells like Hudson. A mix of coconut and allspice. I bury my nose into the fabric and close my eyes. I feel the bed shift. Hudson pulls back the covers and crawls in beside me. He pulls my naked body to his and tugs the bedding over us.

      “I should go,” I say sleepily against his chest.

      “Sleep, Lily.”

      I make a weak attempt to sit up. “I don’t want things to be weird or—”

      His growly chuckle is something I feel in my lower belly. “We fucked. It’s too late for not making things weird. So sleep.”

      I grin and know he must feel it against his skin. “Okay, but only for an hour. Then I’ll get out of your hair.”

      He presses a kiss to the top of my head.

      With his steady breathing, his fingers running through my hair, and my arm thrown over his stomach, I eventually fall into a dreamless sleep.

      Sometime in the night, I heard his voice whisper. “I’m not letting you go.”
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      Hudson

      I wake up to the sun shining through my bedroom window and Lillian curled up at my side. Warm, soft, and sound asleep, her head is on my pillow and her leg thrown over my thighs. I study her pretty face. Light eyebrows, black lashes, pink lips swollen from my teeth. I count the sprinkling of freckles on her nose and discover a tiny scar on her chin as well as a purple spot on her throat.

      In last night’s frenzy, I gave her a hickey.

      I wonder if she’ll be angry. Or proud to wear my mark. The thought of other people seeing it makes my dick hard. A wave of shame follows. I’m not an animal, for fuck’s sake.

      The room grows brighter with each passing minute. Knowing what I need to do but hating that I have to do it, I slip from the bed into my closet. I dress in track pants and a white T-shirt, then brush my teeth and wash my face. When I come back into the room, Lillian is still asleep in the same position I left her—all that blond hair splayed across my pillow and her bare legs tangled in my sheets. I have an urge to keep her here. To wake to her like this every morning and fall asleep with her against me every night.

      But fairytales don’t happen in my world.

      Fantasies are a waste of time.

      “Are you watching me sleep?” she says in a groggy voice, with only one eye cracked open.

      “Guilty.” I sit at the edge of the bed and push her hair back from her face.

      She sighs contentedly and closes her eyes. “I didn’t mean to spend the night.”

      “I’m glad you did. I would’ve had a hard time letting you go.”

      When she opens her eyes, the blue reminds me of Caribbean water—clear, warm, and inviting. “And now?”

      “Depends on how badly you want to leave.” I continue to run my hand through her hair and alternate between that and rubbing circles against her scalp because I love the sounds she makes. “I’ll make some coffee. Are you hungry?”

      The sweetest sleepy smile pulls at her lips. “I’d kill for some French toast.”

      I can’t resist not kissing her. I press my lips to hers and feel her smile. My God, a man could get used to this. “I’ll make breakfast. I put some clothes on the chair. You’re welcome to take a shower. Or not.” I bury my face in her throat and inhale deeply. The sweet scent on her skin mixes with mine, and the combination makes my dick hard. “I better get on breakfast, or we’ll end up in this bed for another few hours.”

      She runs her hands through my hair with lazy strokes. “Few hours, huh?” There’s a grin in her voice.

      “Don’t tempt me to prove it.” I nip at the spot on her neck where I left a mark, then lick to soothe it. “Sorry about that.”

      When I pull back, she brings her fingers to her throat. “What did you do?”

      “I’ll meet you in the kitchen.” I drag myself away from her.

      “Wait.” She springs upright, her full, beautiful breasts on display.

      My mouth waters.

      “Did you give me a hickey?” She prods at the spot on her neck, her eyes wide, and a grin stretches across her face.

      “French toast, you said, right?” I back out of the room.

      “Hudson!” She scurries off the bed and to the bathroom.

      I chuckle as I walk down the hall.

      “You gave me a hickey!” she yells and, thankfully, laughs hilariously.

      Warmth blossoms in my chest, and I can’t stop smiling as I pull eggs and milk from the refrigerator. I can’t remember the last time I smiled in a room by myself.

      I brew a pot of coffee, pour myself a mug, and am whisking together eggs, cinnamon, and milk when Lillian joins me in the kitchen. Wearing the light gray sweatpants and sweatshirt I left for her, she makes the simple cotton look like runway couture. Her hair is wet and wavy around her shoulders and her face completely clean, reminding me of how she looked in her robe in Sedona.

      She slides onto a barstool across the island from me. “This is awkward,” she says playfully. Her gaze dips to the bowl in front of me. “You alright?”

      I blink, look down, and see that somewhere between her emerging from my room and now, I’ve ceased whisking and am instead dribbling egg onto the counter. “Shit,” I mumble and grab a wet sponge to clean up the mess. When I turn back around, Lillian is smiling like she knows something I don’t. “What?”

      “Nothing. It’s just weird, ya know?”

      “Weird?” Not the best response from a woman after a night together.

      “Yeah, I mean, can we actually look each other in the eye over this island and not think about what happened on top of it?” Her cheeks flush pink.

      “I’ll never see this island the same.” I push the bowl aside and lean over the counter to get closer to her. “If it were up to me, I’d like to lick you on every piece of furniture in this house, every inch of floor, fuck you against the walls, have your mark on everything I own.” I reach for her chin and, with two fingers, close her gaping mouth. I rub my thumb along her lower lip before dropping my hand. “Too much?”

      Her throat bobs. “Not at all.”

      “Coffee?” I get back to the business of breakfast while she recovers from the visual I conjured. If she’s game, there’s no reason we can’t bring that vision to fruition ASAP. It is Sunday, after all.

      I hand her a cup of coffee, and she sips it and moans. “Good God, this is amazing.”

      I smile to myself again, thinking about how she said the same thing last night when I was buried deep inside her.

      “Can I help?” Her voice is closer, and when I turn, she’s standing just behind me, her eyes on my ass.

      “You keep looking at my ass like that, and we’ll never make it to breakfast.”

      She grins into her mug.

      “I got this. I’m almost done.”

      “Where’d you learn to cook?”

      I plate the first two pieces of French toast and start on two more. “That’s a sexist question.”

      “No, I mean… I guess I just assumed you had people to cook for you.”

      I hand her the plate and set beside it a bottle of aged bourbon syrup, feeling a little embarrassed by the snobbery, especially knowing that she’s absolutely right. “We did.” I hand her a fork and hope she doesn’t notice the embossed brand name on the handle. “I paid attention when she cooked.”

      “Hudson, holy shit!” she says with a full mouth. She chews, swallows, and takes another bite.

      Thank goodness for her short attention span.

      A moan sends her eyes rolling back in her head. “So. Good.”

      She’s so fucking cute I can’t stand it. I lean in and press a kiss to her syrupy lips.

      Her eyes widen as she watches me lick the sticky sweet stuff from my mouth.

      “Tastes better on you.” Before I prop her back up on that island and strip those sweatpants away, I turn back to the stovetop.

      We eat standing in the kitchen. I make a few more helpings before she finally cries mercy that she’s full. She rinses the dishes, and I put them in the dishwasher while she asks me about my favorite recipes. She makes me promise to make them all for her. No fucking problem. Any excuse to get her back into my home.

      “Do you hear that?” she asks while I put the final dish in the washer. A distant vibration comes from somewhere nearby.

      “Is that your phone?”

      She responds as if my question was a slap to the back for good posture. “My phone.” She tries to follow the vibration. “Where is it?”

      “I’m not sure. Last night I was a little preoccupied.”

      “Purse!” She snags her tiny clutch from somewhere near the door and fishes out her phone.

      “Everything okay?”

      She chews her lip while punching out a quick text. “Uh-huh.”

      I wonder if it’s Ellie worried about how things ended last night. We never really did get to finish our conversation about her new line of work. I wait until she stuffs her phone back into her purse before breaching the sensitive subject.

      “I don’t know how to ask this lightly, so I’m just going to ask it.”

      Her brows pinch, and she smiles. “Okay.”

      “Are you escorting full-time now?”

      “What?”

      “You don’t have to lie to me, Lillian. I know you’re in a tough spot after getting let go—”

      “I’m not escorting!”

      “But last night, you said—”

      “You implied I was escorting. I just didn’t correct you. I went to the party with Ellie to network.”

      Her confession releases the million knots in my chest.

      “It worked, too.” She fishes a small stack of business cards from her purse.

      I snag them from her. “Max Hershey. Liar and a cheat.” I toss his card. “Peter St. James. Serial cheater on his wife, and he doesn’t tip.” I toss his card. “Tucker Lorde. Charges dropped for rape because his uncle is a judge.” I toss his card into the garbage. “Conlin Moore. He’s a decent guy.” I hand the card back to her. “Nicolas Redmond. Fuck, no.” I tear the card in two and toss it in the garbage. “You don’t want to know.”

      She stares at the single card in her hand and tucks it back into her purse. “You know I wouldn’t need another job if—”

      “I know.” I run my teeth along my lower lip because, in truth, I want Lillian back at North Industries. But then, I’d be openly dating an employee. Because we started something last night. Something I very much plan to continue.

      

  




Lillian

      “What time is it?” I ask the top of Hudson’s head, his cheek against my bare chest, and my hands running slowly through his hair.

      After breakfast, Hudson mentioned dessert. I thought he was crazy until I caught the feral glint in his eye. We reclaimed the kitchen island and then moved to the couch, where we lay wrung-out and breathless.

      “Do you have somewhere you need to be?” His voice is low and gravelly as if he’s straddling sleep and consciousness. His leg, which is thrown over my legs, tightens slightly, reluctant to let me go. His hand slides up my side, and he palms my breast.

      I shiver at the touch. The truth is, I don’t want to leave. Which is the very reason I have to go. “I have things I have to do.” It’s not a lie. I’m sure there’s laundry, a dirty kitchen, I could apply for jobs—

      “Need any help?” He turns his face and places a kiss between my breasts, slides higher, runs his mouth up my throat, and nips at my chin. “You’ll find I can be a very good assistant.” His kiss is deep and lazy. Slow and seductive. He reawakens a bottomless hunger with every swipe of that wicked tongue.

      “Is this the extent of your assistant skills, Mr. North?” I whisper against his lips.

      He smiles. “I have many skills, Ms. Gillingham.” He settles himself between my legs. “Stay.” He flexes his hips, making me gasp. His mouth comes to my throat. “And I’ll show you each and every one of them.”

      Okay. I trap the word behind my teeth. Don’t be too available. Play hard to get. Men like Hudson like a challenge. Whatever you want to do, do the opposite. The self-talk is making me dizzy, but one fact rises above all the rest. I want to stay with Hudson. And yet, he’s a North. I’m not fully convinced I can trust him. Especially with something as blind and fragile as my heart.

      “I’m sorry.”

      He stops kissing me and lifts his head to look me in the eye. “For?”

      I can’t hold his gaze, but I try for light-hearted. “I really should go.”

      “Don’t be sorry for that.” He kisses me quickly, then rolls away and stands.

      His erection juts proudly from his hips, and my body responds with a rush of warmth. He slips his sweatpants on, his grin a little shy as he struggles to conceal his engorged length behind the flimsy fabric.

      What is it about sweatpants and a hard-on? The combination is better than peanut butter and jelly, eggs and bacon, Saturday and Sunday… I want to touch—

      “Whoa,” he says, gripping my wrist. “I thought you said you had to go.”

      My limp hand hangs pathetically empty in the air. “Five more minutes won’t hurt.” I wiggle my fingers to get closer. No luck.

      He pulls me from the couch and against his body, making no effort to hide his hard-on as it presses against my belly. He brings both my hands up and locks them behind his neck. “If I let you touch it, we’re going to need a fuck of a lot longer than five minutes.”

      “Okay—”

      He lifts his brows.

      “I mean… no?” I rest my forehead against his chest and groan. “This is so much harder than I thought it would be.”

      He chuckles.

      My head pops up. “Not that!”

      “Sure, babe.” He kisses my head, then releases me. “I’ll make this easy on you. Get dressed. I’ll take you home.”

      “You’re taking me home?” I snatch the borrowed sweatpants from the dining room table. How the hell did they get all the way over there?

      “Not willingly.” He winks and grabs his cell phone, wallet, and keys.

      I use the bathroom, wash my face, and try to make myself look like a presentable human being rather than a woman who spent the last twelve hours giving and receiving mind-blowing orgasms. I’m grateful for Hudson’s sweats, but I feel a little obvious wearing them with high heels. Maybe it’ll be seen as fashion-forward rather than morning-after?

      Hudson meets me at the door. I frown when I no longer see a straining bulge in the front of his pants. He must read my mind because he shakes his head and laughs.

      The elevator ride from the fifteenth floor to the underground parking structure is a quiet one, but not because there’s nothing to say. Instead, it feels like there are a million things to say, but none I want to share in front of the strangers who ride the elevator with us.

      He takes my hand and walks me through a space that resembles more luxury car lot than apartment garage. He stops at a gunmetal gray sports car, the lights blink, and he opens the passenger side door.

      “You own this?”

      He tilts his head without answering what I realize in retrospect is a stupid question. “Are you worried I don’t have a license?”

      “I just thought… Carina…”

      He leans into the open door with a shrug. “I like being driven. Then I can focus on other things. But when it comes to you, I don’t know. I want to be the one to get you home.”

      Stop it! Stop saying things that make me forget what you are. Who you are. Stop making me fall in lo—No. Nope. I scurry into the car, eager to put some distance between us. Some real distance.

      He walks around the hood like a man in full control of his body, his emotions, his world. Not nearly as out of whack as I am when I’m in his presence. Lucky.

      “So,” he says as he turns down First Avenue, “I have a proposition for you.”

      “I already told you I’m not an escort.” I grin, teasing, trying desperately to lighten the mood, all while fighting the heavy weight on my chest.

      “Haha.” He smiles back, and then his expression grows serious. “I want you to know that I meant everything I said last night—you look confused.”

      I lift a brow. “You said a lot. Most of it R-rated.”

      “Right, well…” His voice lowers. “I meant that, too.”

      That all-too-familiar rush of warmth slides through me, and I shiver.

      “I want to see you again, Lillian. Not as colleagues. Not as friends. I want…” He runs a hand through his hair. “I guess what I’m saying is…”

      “You want to date me?” I can hear the smile and excitement in my own voice, which means he certainly can, too. Way to play it cool, Lillian.

      “Yes. I want to date you.” He reaches for my hand and brings it to his lips. “Feels good to say that out loud.”

      I blow out a breath, thinking it feels good to hear it out loud. Good—and utterly terrifying.

      “I will still do everything I can to get you your job back, but I will do it as your advocate and, if you’ll have me, your… boyfriend?”

      A surge of excited energy fills my chest. Hudson North. My boyfriend? How is that going to work? We come from completely different worlds. I like him more than I should, but I don’t like his family. They’ve made it clear that they can’t stand me. What will that mean for Hudson? I can’t be the wedge that divides the North Dynasty. Oh, but the idea of spending more nights with Hudson sends a thrill through me. I can’t see myself on the arm of a great North man but being on Hudson’s arm feels natural. Elemental, as if I were born to fit there. The two conflicting feelings are at such odds that I’m left speechless.

      “Say yes.”

      My gaze darts to him. “I need to think about it.”

      The lightness in his expression falls, but I can see he hasn’t given up hope as the spark in his hazel eyes fires. “Let’s have dinner tomorrow night, and we can discuss it further.”

      “You make it sound like a business deal.”

      “Yes, well, I don’t have a lot of experience in this area. You’ll have to forgive me for that.” He pulls up in front of my building and cuts the engine before turning toward me. “Think about it. When you’re ready to talk, call me.” He takes both of my hands and kisses my knuckles, making my entire insides melt to the floor of his fancy-ass car. “Don’t write us off. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said I’ve never felt this way about a woman before.” His eyes are warm and inviting and make me wish we were back on that couch. “Whatever your reservations might be, give me a chance to prove you wrong.”

      But giving him a chance means trusting him not to hurt me. Putting myself out there with any man is terrifying, much less a member of the infamous North family. There are only two ways a relationship between us can go—marriage or break up. Odds favor the latter.

      “I’m scared.”

      His eyes warm. “Good. That means you have a healthy sense of self-worth. My family hasn’t always been good to you. I get that.”

      I make a sound that’s half snort, half chuckle. Understatement.

      “And you’re not convinced that what happened with Bodaway wasn’t all part of my master plan to stick it to August?”

      Bingo.

      “I only hope that what happened last night,” his voice drops an octave, “and this morning…”

      My face flushes hot.

      “Means you’re beginning to trust me again.” He cups my jaw and brushes his thumb along my cheek. “God, I love it when you blush like this.”

      I turn away from him and try to hide my face. “You like it when I’m embarrassed?” Weird kink.

      “I like knowing I can make you feel something.”

      I rub my cheeks, feeling them start to cool. “Can you shoot for something other than humiliation?”

      “You’re not humiliated, Lillian.”

      I face him and lift a brow. “Aren’t I?”

      His answering smile is slow, sexy, and a little predatory. “You’re rattled. Thrown off by last night and what’s started between us.”

      He’s not wrong.

      He leans closer, and I find myself gravitating toward him until we meet in the middle over the center console. He presses a kiss to my temple, then slides his lips to my ear. “I know I’m right because it’s exactly how I’m feeling.” He kisses the sensitive skin below my ear, then hums softly. “Come home with me.”

      A shiver races up my spine at the deep, dark rumble of the demand spoken against my skin. Yes. The one-word answer pulses with the beat of my pulse, fills my veins, draws me closer. I catch myself before I get too close. Before I fall. Don’t trust things that feel too good.

      “You’re so fucking beautiful, Lily.” He kisses along my jaw and teases my mouth with a barely-there touch. “Look at me.”

      I didn’t realize I had closed my eyes. When I open them, my breath catches at the lust that burns in his gaze. He looks nothing like his twin. Where spite and contempt burn in Hayes’ gaze, only desire and resolution simmer in Hudson’s.

      “I know you’re scared. Give me the chance to show you that you don’t have to be.”

      I want to say yes, give in to the draw, surrender to my feelings. But I’ve learned that feelings cannot be trusted. I’ve never been good at controlling my impulses, and this is one of those times when the damage could be much worse than a broken arm or a sprained ankle.

      My heart is on the line.

      “I’ll think about it.”

      His lips freeze against my skin. He sits back, putting a canyon-worth of cold space between us.

      I don’t look at his face, but I don’t have to. I can feel the look of rejection on his face.

      “I should go.” I hop out of the car as quickly as I can. “Thanks for the ride.” My toe catches on the curb, and I stumble but manage not to fall. I refuse to look back for fear that I might give in to the desire to race back into his arms and beg him to take me home with him.

      I get to the door in a frenzy of emotions and frazzled nerves. Searching for my keys, I realize I don’t have my clutch. Shit. I have to turn around. I have to go back. Be strong, Lilli—

      “I got it.” His voice is close and a little breathless. The heat of his body hits my back, and his arm wraps around me, his big hand splaying across my stomach. He places my clutch in my hand and buries his face in my hair. “Promise me you’ll think about it.”

      My whole body shakes from the effort it takes to stand on my own rather than give in and slump against him. The resistance to stay solid rather than melt into his arms. “I will.” How could I not? Hell, he’s all I’ll be able to think about from now until forever.

      One last squeeze, and he’s gone.

      I fumble with my clutch, get into the building, and slam my back against the wall, trying to catch my breath.

      I want all the same things Hudson wants.

      If only I was brave enough and trusted myself enough to go after them.
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        * * *

      

      “You’re screwing a guy who drives a Maserati?” These are the first words my brother says to me when I step into the apartment. “Do you have any idea how much those things cost?” He pulls three orange prescription bottles from the cupboard and fishes out some pills while he goes on.

      I eye the bottles, wondering what meds he’s taking now. Stimulants? Anti-anxiety? Muscle relaxers? One thing I do know, all the pill bottles have my name on them. Doctors have thrown every medication at me to treat the myriad of behavioral issues I struggle with, and I can’t stand how I feel on any of them. My brother, on the other hand, seems to enjoy their effects.

      “What?” He tosses back the pills and swallows. “It helps my migraines.”

      “I didn’t know you had migraines.” I drop Ellie’s dress on the couch and then realize I should probably hang it. “Maybe it’s a hangover,” I mumble to myself while fishing for a free hanger in the closet.

      “You do realize he’s using you, right?”

      My hands freeze, and tension fills my muscles. Yes. I have considered that possibility. But Hudson could have his pick of women in New York. Why would he choose to use me?

      Because you’re clueless. Easy to manipulate.

      “Don’t look all butt-hurt. This is great for us.” He grabs his bike and heads for the door. “You think he has season tickets to Knicks games? I bet he does. And I’m sure he has connections to the bigger clubs in town. See if he can get me a DJ gig at Circus.” His eyes light up as if I’m holding open the door to Narnia for him to walk through. “Maybe he can give me a fancy job like you have. I would rock a suit and tie.”

      If he only knew I no longer have that fancy job.

      “Hudson and I don’t have that kind of relationship.” The kind where we have sex and I ask him for a million favors. I’m not that kind of woman, and he’s not that type of man… Is he?

      Aaron openly stares at Hudson’s sweatpants and sweatshirt. “From the looks of it, I’d say you and Hudson have exactly that kind of relationship. Men like him love having all the power. Give him what he wants, bat your eyelashes, and ask for favors in return. They love that shit.”

      “This whole conversation is giving me a stomachache.” I’m not exaggerating. I feel physically ill at the thought of what he’s suggesting.

      “Oh, good idea! Get pregnant, then you’ll—”

      “Aaron!”

      “What?” He laughs. “I’m kidding. Jesus.” He rolls his bike out of the apartment.

      The sick feeling he left behind lingers well after he’s gone.

      My mind occupied with thoughts of Hudson, I attempted to redirect my attention and failed. In the shower, I thought of washing Hudson’s scent off my body. Doing laundry had me washing the borrowed clothes. Leaving the house didn’t help either. Every car that passed by made me jump, thinking it could be him. It wasn’t until I was back home, staring blindly at the brown water stain on my ceiling, that I realized I’ve crossed over into the dangerous waters of obsession.

      Ruminating on negative thoughts is one of the ways my brain is broken. Being with Hudson seems to have triggered the cycle of compulsion to the point of being drained and useless.

      I don’t know how long I’ve been sitting here, only that when my phone rings, I notice the light outside has turned from yellow to gray.

      My pulse pounds with excitement, thinking Hudson might be calling. I frown when I look at my caller ID.

      “Hey, Ellie.” A surge of disappointment throws me back to my prone position on the couch. It’s four in the afternoon. Does Hudson not miss me at all? Has he thought of me once? If he knew how much I thought of him, he’d be disgusted. Hell, I’m disgusted!

      “You missed the show last night!”

      I could say the same to her, but I’ve never been one to kiss and tell. “You mean more happened besides my humiliating dramatic exit after fighting with Hudson?” Saying this out loud unleashes a whole new spiral of thoughts. Who saw me explode and storm off? Any prospective employers? What must they think of me—

      “So much more.” She goes on to tell me about Travis approaching Hudson and how Hudson knocked the guy out and continued to kick him after he was down.

      “Hudson did this?” I say through fingers that cover my mouth, hardly believing what I’m hearing.

      “Yep! I’ve known Hudson for years, and I have never seen him act like that. He acted like… his twin!”

      “Brother.”

      We both finish her sentence at the same time.

      “Yeah,” she says. “He was feral, Lil. I think he would’ve killed him if someone didn’t pull him off.”

      “How well do you know Hudson?” I chew my lip nervously.

      “I don’t know him in the same way that I know Hayes if that’s what you’re wondering.”

      “No—I—”

      She laughs. “It’s okay. It’s a fair question. From what I know of Hudson, he’s a levelheaded guy. A bit of a savior complex, but generally super decent.”

      “Savior complex?” A rock settles in my gut.

      “I’ve only witnessed it a few times, but Hayes has told me that Hudson has a thing for vulnerable women.”

      The rock in my gut turns to curdling concrete. “What does that mean, a thing?”

      “Not sexually, just that he offers to help them out, ya know? Get them back on their feet. He bought a bartender a first-class ticket to fly home to Greece to say goodbye to her sick grandmother. I once saw him give a homeless woman a stack of hundred-dollar bills and his business card. Hayes told me the woman now works in housekeeping at Alexander’s building.” She waits for me to respond, but the only sound is her breathing.

      Hudson likes helping vulnerable women. That shouldn’t come as a surprise to me. The way he approached me the night of the Christmas party and then took me to Sedona for a much-needed break. Or how he offered me money after I got fired.

      “Maybe Hudson’s just a nice guy,” I say a little defensively. “Since when is wanting to help people—women—a bad thing?”

      “It’s not. I think it’s more than that, though. Their mom is a mess. I think Hudson helps women because he couldn’t save his mom.”

      My heart cracks. Poor Hudson.

      “He sure defended your honor last night.”

      I run my hand along my face and rub my forehead. “I wonder what Travis said to him.”

      “I think we can both assume what he said to him.”

      Travis must’ve told him what had happened. My entire body gets red hot, my mind circling over itself, replaying the night that Travis pushed for more than I was willing to give. Hudson knows? And yet, he didn’t mention any of this last night. Why?

      “I tried to talk to Hudson last night,” Ellie says. “But he left right after. The way he was walking, like there was a fire burning under his feet, I assumed he was going after you.”

      I don’t confirm or deny it.

      “Lillian?”

      “Hmm?”

      Her sigh sounds like she’s losing patience with me. “What is going on between you and Hudson North?”

      My brain is shoved into overload with that single question. I can’t even string together a coherent thought, much less a word. A zillion questions couple with a zillion feelings that leave my mouth gaping and my chest aching.

      When I don’t answer, Ellie sighs. “Oh, honey. You’re in trouble now.”

    

  







            SIXTEEN

          

        

      

    

    




      Hudson

      Sunday felt like the longest day of my life. Longer than the thirty-two-hour workday back when I first started at North. And longer than waiting to know the fate of Alexander after his accident. Longer even than waiting for the phone call to let me know that the sixteen-year-old girl giving birth made it through alive, even though all the odds were stacked against her.

      After driving away from Lillian and the awkward way she said goodbye, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. Her presence was everywhere in my apartment. Having lunch in my kitchen, on the island where I feasted on her the night before. In my hallway, where I carried her as she clung to my neck. And my bedroom, which still smelled like her wildflower perfume.

      I wanted to reach out, to call and hear her voice, to send a text just to let her know I missed her. I wanted her to know that I never stopped thinking about her. Not for a single waking second. Or even in sleep as thoughts of her spurred the most erotic dreams. I woke at four o’clock in the morning with wet shorts and a hard-on that stayed hard through two more orgasms.

      I gave in and sent an early morning text to Lillian that simply said Good morning, beautiful. She texted back immediately. Which is why, even now, as Carina maneuvers us through Monday morning traffic in Manhattan, I have my eyes glued to my phone screen and a chumpy smile on my face. I sent her a text as soon as I got into the car, and now I’m waiting for text bubbles to finally appear.

      
        
        I can’t stop thinking about you.

      

      

      The bubbles disappear.

      I frown.

      Carina pulls up to North Industries, and I keep my eyes on my phone. Still nothing.

      Huh.

      I’m greeted by company staff and security, and people try to make small talk in the elevator, but I keep my eyes on the screen.

      By the time I’m off the elevator and heading toward my office, I lose my patience and call her. I should pat myself on the back for holding out as long as I have.

      “Hudson, hey.” Her voice is soft, hesitant. I imagine her lying in bed, her hair a mess, and her body warm and inviting.

      “What’s going on?” I say, grinning wide.

      “Not much.” She sounds a little closed off. Nervous even.

      I become aware of sounds in the background. Murmured conversations and the clanging of dishes. She’s at a restaurant. This early in the morning? Does she have a job interview? A date? My stomach pinches with unease.

      “Can you come over for dinner tonight? We have some unfinished business.” I cringe at how formal I sound. She accused my offer yesterday of sounding like a business deal, and I hear the same bullshit in my own voice. “What I mean is, I’d like to pick up the conversation we had yesterday.”

      “Um…”

      I stop just inside my office door and close my eyes. “Please don’t say no,” I whisper.

      “Okay, I guess that’ll work. There’s something I wanted to talk to you about, too.”

      “Oh yeah?” I hope it’s her final answer on a relationship. And I hope like hell that her final answer is a yes. “Then I’ll have Carina pick you up at seven.”

      “Actually, it would be better if I just swing by your place at seven.”

      The excitement in my chest fizzles a bit. “Is everything okay?”

      “Yes, I just think it’s best this way.”

      Best? This way? What the fuck does that mean?

      “I have to go. I’ll see you tonight.”

      “Lillian, wai—” The line goes dead.

      Unease flips my stomach. She didn’t sound like a woman excited about starting something with me. She sounded like a woman ready to give up. A woman gearing up to run.

      I can’t let her do that. Not without at least trying.

      “Mr. North?” Becky hesitates in the doorway with a pad of paper in her hands. “Mr. Hayes came by early and asked that you come to his office immediately. He said it’s urgent.”

      That explains the text Hayes sent an hour ago. Come straight to my office when you get here. Don’t stop for coffee or for a piss. Immediately.

      I drop my things at my desk, check for any important messages and emails, and finally, when I’m satisfied that there are no fires for me to put out, I head for Hayes’ office.

      Ms. Newton’s desk is empty. Something I know Hayes intentionally does so that she won’t hear whatever he’s about to say. Not a good sign.

      The door is closed, and I don’t knock before opening it. Inside, I see Hayes at his desk with Meyer O’Keefe, attorney to the filthy fucking rich. “Am I interrupting?”

      “Took you long enough,” Hayes says.

      “Mr. North.” The attorney stands and shakes my hand.

      “Meyer. You’ve known me since I was 12. I think we can cut the Mr. North shit.” My slightly bristling attitude catches my twin’s attention, and he studies me with curious eyes.

      Meyer’s grin is tight. “Hudson. I hate to be the bearer of bad news.” He nods for me to take the seat next to his.

      My nerves are on edge, my mind is on Lillian, and my chest isn’t loving this tug-of-war for my attention. “What is it?” Get to the point so I can get back to focusing on how to win Lillian.

      Meyer shuffles some papers around. “It appears we have a conflict of—”

      “What the fuck were you thinking giving Travis Everfield a concussion?” Hayes barks.

      “That’s why you’re here?” I already know the answer. Everfield, that fucking pussy.

      The lawyer smiles apologetically and hands me an envelope. “You’re being sued for assault… among other things.”

      I toss the envelope on Hayes’ desk. “I would say all he wants is money, but he’s richer than God, so what does he want so I can give it to him and wash my hands of this asshole?”

      “Little prick,” Hayes grumbles. “He doesn’t want money. He wants to publicly humiliate you and shit on the North name.”

      “You tell Everfield, if he pursues this lawsuit, he’ll lose.” I lean forward and meet Meyer eye-to-eye. “I’ll leak his secrets to the press.” My jaw hardens as anger whirls in my chest. “I’ll expose his sexual abuse of escorts to everyone with goddamned ears, Meyer. First and foremost, The Times, then The Post, and obviously the NYPD. The press will have a heyday bringing down the Everfield empire.”

      Meyer has the good sense to look ashamed. Something tells me the good attorney has already been involved in legal messes of the sexual abuse variety with his piece-of-shit clientele.

      “Can you prove that?” Hayes asks.

      “I can’t.” I turn and face my twin. “But his victims can.”

      “Victims,” Hayes says, then recoils in disgust. “And you’re sure about this?”

      “You really didn’t know?”

      His gaze turns glacial. “You think I’d willingly be around a man who put his hands on a woman? Who did he…” His jaw pulses.

      I ignore Hayes and turn back to Meyer. “Please send that message to your client. I expect he’ll want the lawsuit dropped immediately.”

      The old man nods solemnly. He gathers his things and leaves the office with a muttered, “I’ll be in touch.”

      As soon as the door is closed, I turn to Hayes, who looks pissed as hell waiting for answers to unspoken questions.

      He’ll have to wait.

      Because I have a question of my own.

      “Why did you hire Lillian?”

      He grunts, blinks, and shrugs. “Ellie asked me to as a favor.”

      “And you do anything Ellie asks you?” I tilt my head, wondering about my brother’s relationship with his favorite escort. Is it more than what it seems?

      He rocks back in his chair and lifts his chin. “I would. Ellie’s the only reason I hired Lillian and the only reason I didn’t fire her sooner.”

      “You see no redeemable qualities in Lillian? Professionally speaking.”

      His gaze sharpens. “No.”

      I cross my arms at my chest to keep from wrapping them around my brother’s throat.

      “She’s different. I don’t like different. I like predictable, trustworthy, dependable. After she sabotaged the It’oh deal—”

      “She didn’t.” My jaw aches from clenching.

      “—I couldn’t in good conscious keep her on staff.”

      “You’re telling me you were totally unaware that Travis Everfield sexually assaulted her?”

      His cheeks pulse, and his face turns a furious shade of purple. “I’d have killed him—”

      “And that Ellie felt some responsibility for that, which is why she asked for the favor?”

      His expression falls, the first sign that he’s feeling something other than disdain for Lillian. Or maybe, for the first time, he’s feeling some disdain for himself.

      “I gave the asshole a concussion. He deserved worse.” I stab the envelope Meyer left behind with my finger. “Remind this spoiled little cock of his place. Be my lawyer and do your job.”

      I slam the door behind me and head back to my office, feeling a renewed rage for whatever Travis did to Lillian. At least now, I know my brother had nothing to do with it. If he had, I’d have knocked his ass out too.

      

  




Lillian

      When I show up at Hudson’s complex, I’m nearly thirty minutes late. I lost track of time, as per usual, and decided to take the subway rather than Uber to save what little money I have left. I spent my entire day job searching, missed an interview because I forgot to write down the time, and botched another interview when I showed up at the wrong location. Apparently, following simple directions is a prerequisite for hiring.

      Depressed, discouraged, and demoralized, I contemplate the very real possibility that I need to go back on my ADHD medication despite the unlivable side effects. I’d lose sleep, my appetite, feel jittery all day, but hey, at least I’d have a job… ugh. I can’t win.

      I attempt to bolster my mood, put on an indifferent face, when I step into the lobby of Hudson’s building.

      “Lillian,” Hudson says. He stands from the black Eames chair with his phone in hand.

      I must’ve done a shit job at hiding my feelings because he studies me as if he’s looking for wounds and broken bones.

      I hate how my heart responds to seeing him, throbbing a furious beat with every step he takes toward me. I hate how seeing the concern in his gaze warms me in places so deep that no amount of heat could touch. And I hate how I want to fall into his chest, close my eyes, and forget there’s a world outside of just the two of us.

      “You came,” he softly says as he steps into my space.

      “I said I would.”

      “You look like you are freezing. Did you walk here?”

      “I took the subway.”

      He frowns, and a glint of frustration darkens his hazel eyes. “I told you Carina would pick you up.”

      Savior complex. “And I told you I’d get here on my own.”

      He looks over my head and around the room, and his jaw flexes before he finally brings his gaze back to mine. “You ready to go up?”

      At my nod, he motions for me to lead the way to the elevator.

      “Ms. Gillingham, it’s good to see you again,” the elevator attendant guy says. His nametag says Giulio. I’ll never remember that. Elevator guy it is.

      “Good to see you, too.” I don’t remember being introduced to him the first time. Hudson must’ve told him about me.

      An awkward silence settles between us. I wonder what he’s thinking. What his plan for tonight is. I wonder if he’s expecting sex. Is that why he invited me here? Were all those pretty words about dating a smokescreen? I shut down that line of thinking because Hudson wouldn’t have to shower a woman with fake sincerity to get sex.

      The elevator pings, and Hudson guides me to his door with a light touch on my lower back. My skin lights up at the barely-there touch.

      When he opens the door, I’m hit with the scent of roasted garlic and red wine. “I hope you came hungry.”

      My stomach roars its emptiness. I didn’t realize how hungry I was until the scent of a warm, home-cooked meal hit. “I did.”

      He takes my coat and tosses it over the back of a nearby chair. “Good. Italian okay?” He pulls down two wine glasses and pours a light red wine. “I made meatballs and marinara.”

      I take the offered wine. “Is this one of the famous recipes you’re known for?”

      Wearing a black T-shirt and loose-fitting pair of jeans, I’ve never seen him so relaxed. But there is tension that radiates from his body as if his muscles are prepared to run. Or better yet, chase.

      “It is.” He nods toward the living room, specifically the couch. “Want to sit?”

      My entire body flames hot at the memory of what we did on that couch. X-rated images play on a loop in my head.

      He smiles knowingly and clears his throat. “Not a lot of safe places to sit if you’re trying to avoid the memories.”

      “I’m not trying to avoid them. I kind of like them.” Oh, God, too much? Did I give away my heart too soon?

      His expression softens, and he looks almost bashful when he says, “Good. Me too.” He pulls out a barstool for me, and we sit at the kitchen island, me facing the island, his chair angled to face me. “How was your day?”

      “Small talk? Really?” I smile to let him know I’m kind of kidding. Kind of. “We’re sitting at the island where just two nights ago, I was…” I bite my lip and shake my head.

      He chuckles. “Oh, I remember.” His voice drops low. “I’ll never forget.”

      On the verge of embarrassment overload, I close my eyes and drop my chin, breathing for clarity. I blurt, “Why am I here?”

      “Because I asked you to come,” he says. “We need to talk.”

      “You want an answer to your question about us dating.” I take a healthy gulp of wine.

      “Not unless you’re ready to give one.”

      My head jerks around to face him, and I see nothing but honesty in his expression. Whether or not that honesty can be trusted is still up for debate. “If not us, then what did you need to talk to me about.”

      “Travis Everfield.”

      That name slams me between the eyes and brings on an instant headache. “Oh. Him. Ellie told me you two had a confrontation.”

      “We did. And now he’s trying to sue me,” he casually says as if commenting on the weather.

      “Sue you? Why?”

      He takes a sip of his wine. “I gave him a concussion. He’s not after my money as much as he wants to humiliate me for humiliating him—why are you smiling?”

      I cover my mouth with my fingertips. “Am I?” What do you know, I am. “Oh, I guess I get a thrill knowing you put that arrogant jerk in his place—why are you smiling?”

      His grin only grows. “Because I like seeing you happy.”

      Which, of course, only makes me happier. “It should not bring me joy to think of you hurting another person.”

      “Of course, it should.” The humor in his face disappears and is replaced by something dark and sinister. “Because he hurt you first.”

      I swallow hard.

      “Didn’t he, Lillian?”

      When I don’t answer, he reaches for my hand. I let him take my hand to his lips, where he kisses my knuckles with a long sigh.

      “I should’ve killed him,” he mutters against my skin.

      I find myself leaning closer, wanting to crawl into his lap and feel those lips on more than just my hand.

      His eyes spark with emotion when he looks at me. “Do you feel comfortable telling me what happened?” His lips brush lightly against my fingers, sending pleasant tingles up my arm.

      If he keeps this up, I’ll tell him anything. Everything.

      His lips should be registered as an enhanced interrogation tool.

      “He—” My voice cracks. I take a sip of wine.

      He keeps my hand in his, his thumb rubbing encouraging circles on my wrist.

      “He paid for a date. Decided at the end of the night he’d like more. I said no. He tried to give me money. I refused it, said no again. He grabbed me, called me a few names, groped me—”

      “That son of a bitch!”

      “—I slapped him and kicked him in the shin.”

      He reels back, a look of surprised pride on his face. “You did?”

      “I have a tendency to react violently when grabbed.” My gaze drops to his crotch. “As you know.”

      He chuckles, but there’s still tension in the sound. “Then what?”

      “I found Ellie. I didn’t plan to tell her what happened because it wasn’t that big of a deal—”

      “Lillian,” he growls. “It’s a big fucking deal.”

      “It’s not like he raped me.”

      He looks around as if he can’t believe what he’s hearing and he’s searching for someone to explain it. “He put his hands on you.”

      I sigh because he’s right. “Ellie noticed a rip in my dress. She demanded to know what happened. I told her. She felt responsible, told me she’d make it up to me, and got me the interview with Hayes.”

      He nods as if he already knows this part of the story.

      “She didn’t owe me anything, but I wasn’t going to pass up the opportunity to interview at North Industries.”

      “Did Ellie have a similar experience with Travis herself?”

      “She mentioned he was kind of an asshole but that he never pushed her boundaries. I think her boundaries might be wider than mine.

      “Boundaries are boundaries.” He stares at the floor. “I fucking hate that guy.”

      I hold up my glass. “Same.” When he doesn’t toast, I slug back two big gulps. “Do you have a plan to fight the lawsuit? There were people at the party who saw what happened between you two, so it’s not like you can deny it.”

      He explains how he threatened to expose the dirtbag’s sexual assault behaviors if he didn’t drop the lawsuit.

      “That means I’ll have to give a statement.” A flutter of unease works through me.

      “It won’t come to that. The guy is guilty as hell. He’ll back off.”

      “But if he doesn’t, I’ll be involved.”

      “Only if you want to be.”

      I think that over for all of two seconds. “Yeah, fuck that guy. I’ll help out.”

      “He’s a rich, powerful man, Lillian.” Another kiss to my hand, this time to the palm and then the heel, and lastly, my wrist. “I want you to know that I will do whatever it takes to protect you from any and all blowback. And that stands no matter what you decide about us.”

      Decide about us.

      That’s right.

      He’s waiting on my decision.

      I have to be sure of one thing before I give my response.

    

  







            SEVENTEEN

          

        

      

    

    




      Hudson

      “Are you sure you’re not Italian?” Lillian uses a hunk of garlic bread to wipe up the last bit of red sauce on her plate and pops it into her mouth. “Ohmygawsogood.”

      “No, I’m not Italian. Not even half.”

      She swallows, washes things down with wine, and blows out a content sigh. “Wow. I’m going to think about this meal tomorrow and wish I could eat it all over again.”

      “I have plenty more. All you have to do is be here so I can feed you.” I promised myself I wouldn’t pressure or try to persuade Lillian to want to commit to exploring this thing between us, and here I am holding meatballs hostage to convince her to come back.

      And what kind of magical properties are contained in comfort food? When Lillian got here, she was tense and reserved. The second she started eating, her muscles relaxed, she smiled more, and the conversation flowed freely. I suppose the bottle of wine might have helped.

      We talked about where we grew up and our favorite movies. She told me about her dad and his health struggles and how her mom is so patient with his care. I told her stories about my childhood, mostly about my brothers. I don’t have many memories of my parents, and the ones I do have aren’t worth sharing.

      “Have you ever considered opening a restaurant?” She’s leaning back in her chair with her hands on her stomach, like an expectant mother.

      A vision of her pregnant with my baby, sitting across from me after eating a meal I prepared for her, makes my heart pound and my dick hard.

      I blink hard. My God, what is wrong with me?

      “No, but my sister-in-law owns a restaurant, and she loves it.” I go on to tell her about Jordan’s at the River and promise to take her there soon.

      “If you decided to leave the family business, you’d make a killing as a chef.”

      I narrow my eyes but grin because her approval makes me feel like the biggest, strongest, most secure man alive. “You’ve had my French toast and meatballs, and you think that alone is restaurant-worthy?”

      “Why not? Chicken and waffles are a thing. French toast and meatballs make sense.”

      I rub my lips, trying to hold back the goofy fucking smile I feel building. “It really doesn’t, though.”

      “Hmm.” She pulls at her bottom lip, and my own lips feel jealous. “Oh, a meatball food truck! Low overhead. A North Family cookbook, proceeds go to charity. Or you could do a charity event where you cook for the homeless and needy. You and your family in aprons feeding French toast and meatballs to the poor. Or—”

      “Jesus, Lily…” I exhale in a rush.

      She slams her mouth shut. Her gaze dances wildly around my face as if she’s trying to read my expression. I hope she sees exactly what I’m feeling—admiration.

      “Please, go on.” I feel as if I’ve been walking in the desert for a month and her next words are like a cold glass of water. “The way your mind works…” I blow out a breath. “It’s fucking beautiful to watch.” My torso surges forward until my chest hits the table in an attempt to get closer and hear her more clearly. “Go on, what else.”

      “I um…” Her throat bobs when she swallows. “I lost my train of thought.”

      “This, right here, what you did? Following a trail of inspiration like that? Do you realize what a rare quality that is? It’s exactly what you did with Bodaway that night at dinner, and the way I feel now is precisely why I didn’t stop you. You’re phenomenal.”

      Tears spring to her eyes. “Phenomenal? Not irrational? Impulsive? Not obnoxious? Or erratic?” She looks on the verge of crumbling.

      I desperately want to hold her together. “Come here.”

      She stays put. “My entire life, I’ve been too loud and talked too much and at inappropriate times. I’ve been graded on tests that I rarely completed. Been told I’m lazy. ‘If only she’d try harder. If only she’d focus. If only she were more… normal’. Never has anyone seen my quirks as something to praise.” She sniffs and swipes at her tears with the back of her hand.

      “Lily, baby.” If she won’t come to me, fine. I circle the table and pull her to her feet. Wrapping my arms around her, I guide her to the couch and pull her into my lap. “Don’t cry. Tears were not in the plan for tonight.”

      Her cheek is pressed against my chest, and I’m sure she can feel my heart pounding furiously behind my ribs. I made her cry. This can’t be a good—

      “What you said was perfect,” she says quietly. “I’ve just never heard it before.” She sniffs and rubs her nose.

      A low growl rumbles in my chest. “How is it possible that not one person has seen what an incredible mind you have? Doesn’t give me a lot of faith in the future of humanity.”

      She smiles into my shoulder.

      I press my lips into her hair, nuzzle the golden silk, and breathe in her sweet scent. I kiss her and whisper how much she surprises me and moves me. I slide my palm up her thigh to rest at her hip. I feel her breathing pick up. My muscles tense and tingle, and butterflies unfurl in my gut as she reacts to my words.

      “Hudson?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I don’t need you to save me.”

      I hold my breath. My fingers twitch at her hip. The only sound in the room is the second hand on my watch as it ticks.

      “I know,” I say finally. “I’m trying really hard not to.” Swooping in and pulling her out of that studio apartment, buying her a place of her own, moving her in with me, cooking and feeding her, and fixing all her problems would make me the happiest man alive.

      But being saved is not what she needs.

      She needs support so that she can save herself.

      “I made my decision about us.” She pulls out of my hold enough to see my face. “Don’t you want to know?” She takes in my wide eyes, tight lips, and—I’m sure—pale face.

      “I’m a little nervous.”

      “Nervous I’ll say yes, or nervous I’ll say no?”

      I lick my lips and feel her melt a little against me. “The second one.”

      She cups my face with both hands and brings her lips close. “Then it’s a good thing my answer is yes. I want to try—”

      I take her down to her back. My mouth on hers. As often as we’ve kissed, the urgency of this kiss feels different. An offensive attack. A storming of souls that we happily surrender.

      My elbows dig into the couch, caging her beneath me. I pull at her lower lip and growl, “I’m yours.”

      She runs her hands down my ribs and grips my hard-on over my pants. “All mine.”

      “Fuck yeah.” I thrust into her hold and rock my hips in a deep, intentional rhythm to give her a taste of what’s to come.

      My muscles tremble, my breathing quickens, and I become spellbound by her touch. Her willing captive. My body and soul are hers to command. She slips her hand past my waistband and grips me bare. Fuck. I drop my forehead to her shoulder with a guttural sound that surprises even me.

      “You feel so good wrapped around me,” I groan and continue to work myself against her palm.

      With a slight shift of my hips, I take my weight to her side. I shove my hand roughly down the front of her pants and hear the sound of popping stitches mixing with our heated breath.

      “Oops.” I grin and dip my fingers between her legs. “I’ll replace them for you.”

      “Shred them if you want,” she says against my lips. “I don’t care.” She gasps as I sink two fingers inside. “Just don’t stop.”

      “Never, baby.” I drag my tongue up her throat to her lips and kiss the fuck out of her.

      I’m mad with need. Blood is pumping furiously through me, my head dizzy, and my body throbbing for more. She meets every dive of my fingers with a lift of her hips. Hungry and just as wild.

      She rips her mouth from my ravenous kiss, and we fill our lungs with much-needed oxygen. “Hudson.”

      “Right here, Lily.” I punctuate my words with a gentle slide of my fingers.

      “Take me to bed.” Her stunning, sexy grin seeps with anticipation.

      I kiss the smile off her lips. “My pleasure, beautiful.”

      Giving up the sweet, wet heat of Lillian’s pussy is torture. Her little sighs and desperate moans are a potent aphrodisiac. I’ve never been so hard in my life.

      But my woman wants me to take her to bed.

      My woman. Never thought those two words would be part of my vocabulary.

      A surge of urgency has me jumping off the couch and bringing Lillian with me. She moves as if she plans to walk to my bedroom, but I can’t stand that much separation. I need her on me, against me, her breath on my skin, and her lips at my throat.

      “Hop up.” I grab her ass and lift her easily. Her legs lock behind my back, and the press of her pussy against my cock has me grinding my teeth.

      Her hands in my hair and her mouth at my throat make it impossible to focus as I walk from the living room to my bedroom. A dozen yards feels like a football field when anticipating sinking deep inside my woman.

      Halfway down the hallway, I slam to a halt when she attacks my lips in a sexy-as-fuck kiss. She sucks my tongue into her mouth, swirling the tip as if she were sucking my dick. I realize then… we’re not making it to the bed.

      I set her on her feet, walk her back to the wall, then drop to my knees. She’s wearing a pair of gray slacks and a maroon sweater.

      “Did you have a job interview today,” I ask while unbuttoning her pants and slipping them down her supple thighs.

      “What?” She blinks through the lust fog and steps out of her pants.

      “Bad timing?” I chuckle softly and then press a kiss to the triangle of lace between her legs. “Goddamn, you’re sexy.” I hook my fingers into the elastic and tug her panties to the floor.

      A jolt of animalistic craving fires through me. I run my hands up her leg, hitching her knee over my shoulder to open her to my hungry gaze.

      “Hudson,” she whimpers. Her eyes are hooded, cheeks flushed, breathing erratic. “Please.”

      “You might want to hold on to something,” I growl and bury my face between her legs.

      Her hands fly to my head to hold on as I nearly bring her off her feet with the force of my hunger. Consumed with desire, I lick into her depths and get lost in her taste. I suck. Bite. Growl against her sensitive flesh. The wanton sounds that fall from her parted lips are fuel to my need for more.

      The one leg holding her upright grows weak. She slides an inch down the wall.

      “Not yet.” I slip my hand up the front of her sweater and palm her breast.

      She arches into my touch. “Yes. More.”

      I hum my approval as I hold her captive, pinned to the wall with my mouth and hand. I roll and pull at her nipple until it pebbles under my thumb. Her nails rake across my scalp, and my name falls from her lips. I add my fingers, suck hard, and her orgasm hits.

      Her back bows off the wall. I dip my shoulder under her other leg so that both legs are now slung over my shoulders as I dive in and devour her release. Perfect. So fucking perfect, her tenderness against my tongue and the flavor in my mouth. I could die here without a single regret. I don’t stop until she wiggles against me.

      “You can put me down now.” Her voice is hoarse as if crying out my name shredded her vocal cords.

      “I’m not ready.” I press a single kiss to her pussy, making her jump with the sensitivity. I scoop her into my arms and carry her to my bed. “And we’re not finished.”

      Her satisfied smile is all the encouragement I need.

      I slip her sweater off, and she takes off her bra while I pull my shirt over my head and work on the button fly of my jeans. I fist my hard-on and stroke it. I keep my eyes on hers and watch as they widen with every step I take closer to the bed. She crabwalks backward, her legs wide and breasts swaying. I take a mental picture, burn the image into my memory, because nothing I’ve seen before has ever been this fucking sexy.

      I snag a condom from my bedside table. With a knee on the bed, I crawl over her and place the foil packet between her teeth. She bites, and I rip it open, then nod to the glistening ring inside. “Put it on me.”

      With trembling fingers, she slips the condom from its package. I straddle her ribcage, my erection jutting forward from my hips. I grit my teeth and fight the urge to come as she pinches the top and rolls the latex down my shaft. I squeeze the base and hope I can hold on long enough to get inside her. Once fully sheathed, I scoot down her body and kneel between her open thighs.

      “I don’t want to hurt you.” I run my hands up her thighs and use my thumbs between her legs until she’s moaning and reaching for me. “I’ll try to take it easy—”

      “Don’t.” She reaches for my hands, grabs my fingers, and brings them to her center. “Make me yours.”

      I sink two fingers inside and growl at the tight, wet heat. “You’re so ready for me.”

      “Always.” She uses her hold on my wrist to move my hand inside her. Against her.

      Has anything ever been so hot?

      “Enough.” I pull my fingers away, making her gasp, then bring them to her mouth.

      She opens eagerly and takes my fingers to the knuckles.

      “Don’t stop.” I position myself between her legs and, in one firm stroke, sink all the way inside.

      She gasps, losing the suction on my fingers.

      I grip her chin. “I said don’t stop.”

      “I want your mouth.”

      “Demanding.” I brush my lips softly against hers, thinking to tease her while I move in slow, deliberate strokes between her thighs.

      But I should’ve known I was playing with fire as she surges forward, claims my mouth, and kisses the fuck out of me.

      There’s no slow going from there. My hips piston forward at a ruthless pace. The flavor of her from my fingers floods my mouth. I suck and lick at her lips. Needing my hands on her, I roll to my back and take her with me. All that blond hair falls around her face, brushes against my chest, and makes goosebumps break out on my skin. I reach for her breasts, ab curl forward, and suck at the taut flesh of her nipple.

      The only sound in the room is our breathing, skin rubbing skin, moans and sighs, and filthy words of encouragement. Lillian is absolute perfection. She’s wild, brazen, and not afraid to take what she wants. We move around, switch positions, our bodies bending easily to the will of our need. The sheets are off the bed, the pillows, too, and a sheen of sweat coats our skin.

      Lillian’s on her side, and I’m at her back. With my hand between her legs, I feel our connection. The tension at the base of my spine coils tighter. She turns her head, claims my mouth, and I explode.

      In one firm thrust, I bury deep as wave after wave crashes over me, kicks within me, and bursts from me. I’m underwater, floating, the world around me fuzzy until I hear her cry out my name. I land hard, move faster, and work her release until she falls boneless against me.

      Staying put, I wrap my arms around her, put my nose to her hair, and breathe.

      Lillian is mine.

      I squeeze her tighter.

      I’ll never let her go.
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      Lillian

      I wake up in Hudson’s bed, wrapped tightly in his arms. With his leg slung over my thighs and his arm over my chest, I’m amazed that I don’t feel trapped. His weight is an anchor rather than a burden. His warmth is a comfort rather than a stifling heat. Instead of feeling restless and uncomfortable, I feel rested and at ease. Like I could stay here, just like this, for as long as he’d let me.

      Last night, after we trashed Hudson’s bed, we ended up in the shower together. The idea was to wash and get back in bed, but we stayed until the water ran cold. My knees ache from the unforgiving tile, and Hudson’s sure to be sore, having held me up while we had sex against the slippery surface.

      My knees aren’t the only part of me that’s tender. When I move, I can feel every part that Hudson touched, the delicious ache a welcome reminder.

      I don’t know what time it is, but the light that is shining through the shades is bright yellow. Needing to use the bathroom, I try to stealthily slip out from under him. Moving an inch at a time, I hold my breath—

      He groans and tightens his hold. “Stop trying to sneak away.”

      Busted. I roll into his chest and kiss his pec. “I’m not sneaking.”

      He slides his hand into my hair and grips my nape, holding me to him. “You were.”

      “I’m surprised you woke up. I’m pretty sly.”

      With his eyes still closed, he smiles. “No. You’re not.”

      “I am!”

      He cracks an eye. “Sedona.”

      “What? I got the cheeseburgers in undetected, didn’t I?”

      “Undetected? No.”

      “Whatever.” With my palms on his chest, I feel his pulse beating in a steady cadence that is strong and grounding.

      He groans and slides his hands down my back to grab two handfuls of my bare butt. “Spend the day with me.”

      I straddle his hips and gasp at the feel of his thick erection between my legs. “And do what?”

      His grin is lazy as he pushes my hair behind my shoulders to expose my breasts to his hungry gaze. “I can think of a few things.”

      I kiss his throat, draw a slow path to his chin, and at his lips, I hover.

      He goes for a kiss, but I back away. He scowls and chases me down.

      I turn my head, laughing. “I have to brush my teeth.”

      He drops back to the bed and pouts. “You’re not playing fair.” With his hands holding me steady at the hips, he teases me with his hard-on. I liquify at the delicious silken friction.

      “Let me in, bab—oh, fuck.” He groans as the tip slips inside. “You feel so good. I want to live…” He lifts his ass off the bed to push the rest of the way in, and we both sigh in ecstasy. “Here. Forever.” His gaze turns molten as I move above him. Hands on my breasts, he squeezes, taunts, pinches, and teases while I roll my hips in waves. “Gorgeous, Lily. You’re so fucking beautiful, baby.”

      My pace quickens. He braces one hand on my hip and fucks me from below while I ride him hard and deep. He tilts his hips, hitting every spot inside and out with a punishing pace. The swell of sensation builds.

      The muscles in his neck strain. His lips part. His abs contract with each powerful thrust. We’re so close. Climbing together. Reaching. Racing. Cresting the surface—

      “Hudson, where the fuck are you?” Hayes’ voice cuts through the sexed-up fog. A door slams.

      I throw myself to the bed, grab the sheet, and ninja roll off the mattress to the floor.

      “You better be dead, asshole,” Hayes yells, his voice growing closer.

      “Easy, McGrumps.” Another male voice.

      I’m about to get caught naked with Hudson. I ball up as tight as I can, hoping he’ll be able to get rid of them without them ever knowing I’m here.

      “See!” The second voice says, sounding as if he’s standing inside the bedroom. “Not dead.”

      “Why would you think I was dead?” Hudson’s voice is light. Playful even.

      “Hayes said you’d rather be dead than miss a day of work.” The bed dips as if someone just sat on it. “He doesn’t know you like I do.”

      “You asshole.” My old boss’s reprimanding growl is so familiar that it makes me tuck in even tighter. “You better be sick. Really fucking sick.”

      “Wow, thanks.” Hudson chuckles. “What are you guys doing? Romeo, who’s running the shop if you’re here?”

      Romeo, that’s his brother. The pretty one.

      I realize I’ll be here hiding out for a bit, so my heart calms a little as I settle into my cramped position.

      “My team holds down the fort while I’m gone. Hayes put out an APB on your disappearance. Said I’d swing by and check since I have a key. He showed up to help.”

      “To give me shit is more like it,” Hudson says and then appears at the foot of the bed beside me. He’s wearing a pair of dark-blue sweatpants, and although he’s not exactly tenting the fabric, the evidence of his arousal is still pretty clear. He turns and looks directly at me. “You comfortable? Or do you want to come out?” His smile is so pretty, so pure, that it hurts my soul.

      But I can’t focus on his amazing smile because what the fuck is he thinking.

      I shake my head. My eyes are wide. I try to communicate via ESP. What are you doing?

      “Come on, babe. Let’s get you off the floor.” He grasps me by the shoulders and easily lifts me to my feet. I fist the sheet so tightly at my chest that my knuckles hurt.

      He throws an arm over my shoulder and pulls me against him. I bury my face into his side, feeling embarrassed as hell.

      “Good morning, Lillian,” Kingston says, perched on the foot of the bed. Wearing what looks like silk pajamas, but fashionable, he crosses his legs at the knee. “Good to see you again.”

      “You too.”

      “I knew it!” Hayes roars. “I was right!”

      The tone in Hayes’ voice is like nothing I’ve heard from him before—energetic, almost happy. I peer out at him and ignore the flush of insecurity that I’ve been caught having sex with my ex-boss’s twin brother. I was right. Hayes is smiling. Okay, it’s not a traditional smile, but the edges of his lips are not turned down, and his eyelids actually do open more than halfway.

      “You guys want coffee?” Hudson kisses the top of my head. “We were just about to make breakfast.”

      “It’s eleven o’clock in the morning.” Kingston’s grin says it all. He knows exactly what we’ve been up to all night and this morning. “Breakfast it is.” He straightens from the bed. “Please tell me you’re making a frittata.”

      Hayes hasn’t taken his eyes off us, even as he shakes his head in disbelief. “You think I don’t know you, brother.”

      “It’s not what you think,” Hudson says.

      Hayes lifts his brows. “What do I think?”

      “That this has been going on since Sedona.” Hudson grabs a fresh pair of pajama pants and a sweatshirt. “We just became official last night.” He presses the clothes into my chest so I can grab them without losing my sheet. “Go get dressed. Meet us in the kitchen.” He kisses me on the lips, then smirks. “Gotcha. Now you can go brush your teeth.”

      I roll my eyes and mermaid-walk to the bathroom, with three North brothers watching me as I go.

      

      Hudson

      

      “’Bout time.” Kingston smacks me on the shoulder before walking past me in the kitchen. “I’m happy for you.”

      Hayes looks like he has questions.

      “Spit it out already.” I hit brew on the coffee maker and lean against the countertop, waiting for Hayes to get out whatever it is he feels the need to say before Lillian joins us.

      Hayes rubs his eyes. “You’re dating Gillingham—”

      “Lillian.” I correct.

      “—not just fucking her?”

      Kingston snorts. “How badly do you want to get your ass kicked today, Hayes?” He grabs my cheeks and squeezes. “Look at him. He’s clearly in love with her.” He smacks my cheek and grabs a coffee mug.

      “He’s not in love with her.” The word seems to bring a shit taste to Hayes’ mouth. Good.

      “I might be.” The idea of loving Lillian seems as natural as living. Something I didn’t choose but just happens every day when I wake up, still breathing.

      Hayes’ jaw drops open.

      “Don’t look so surprised. She’s incredible. Unlike anyone I’ve ever known.”

      “Totally in love with her,” Kingston says and sips his coffee with his pinkie in the air.

      “Am I in a coma?” Hayes says. “Did I fall, hit my head, and go into a fucking coma?”

      Kingston raises a hand. “No, but I’d be happy to put you in one if you’re curious.”

      “Shut up,” Hayes growls.

      I peek down the hallway and see my bedroom door still closed. Good. Lillian doesn’t need to hear any of this shit.

      “All these years, you’ve never been serious with a woman. Not when we were kids, not in college, and never since we started at North Industries. And you meet Gilling—Lillian—and it’s all hook, line, and sinker?”

      I shrug. “I guess. I don’t really know when it happened, only that it did. I’m crazy about her.”

      “Good, now that’s settled.” Kingston pulls eggs from the refrigerator and hands them to me. “Frittata me.”

      The door to my bedroom opens, and we all turn in unison to watch Lillian walk cautiously toward us. Her eyes come straight to me. It’s not what I’m wearing that makes me stand apart from my twin anymore. Now, Lillian only sees me.

      “Am I interrupting something?” she says when I hand her a full cup of fresh, hot coffee.

      “Nope.” I pull out a barstool for her.

      “Hmm.” Kingston looks around the space, not at the furniture or the art on the walls but more like he’s studying the air. “This place feels different.”

      Hayes growls the word idiot. I do what I can not to roll my eyes.

      “What about it feels different?” Lillian asks with genuine curiosity.

      I press my lips to Lillian’s temple. “Don’t encourage hi—”

      “I’m glad you asked.” He winks at me. “Someone has done some very indecent things in….” he runs his hand over the kitchen island, “this area and…” he waves his hand toward the living room, “somewhere over there. I have a sixth sense about these things.”

      Red crawls up Lillian’s neck to her cheeks. I come up from behind her, grip her chin to angle her lips upward, and then drop a long, hot kiss on her gorgeous mouth.

      After breaking the kiss and leaving Lillian flushed and breathing hard, I look back at Kingston and shrug. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

      “I do,” Lillian grumbles into her mug, making Kingston laugh.

      As requested, I whip up a frittata. We huddle around the kitchen island to eat.

      “Hudson is always smoothing things over for Hayes,” Kingston says when telling stories to Lillian. “How many girlfriends did you break up with for Hayes?” he asks me.

      I’m mid-frittata-swallow, so Hayes answers for me.

      “Too many to count.” He pours himself another cup of coffee.

      “And what about you?” Lillian holds her coffee mug with two hands. Her soft blond hair falls over her shoulders. I can’t stop looking at her. Her tiny frame, with every curve and dip of her body that I have caressed, swims in my clothes. The thought of the purple spot I left on her breast that no one but us knows about taunts me. She couldn’t appear more claimed if I’d lifted my leg and peed on her. And fuck me if that fact doesn’t send a surge of satisfaction through my blood. “Did Hayes ever have to break up with someone for you?”

      Hayes looks surprised and then a little evil. “She doesn’t know?” he asks me.

      “No. But I’m sure you’re going to tell her.” I’m not nervous. I don’t want to hide anything from Lillian. I have no secrets. At least, no secrets of my own.

      “Hudson’s never had a girlfriend before.” Kingston shoves a forkful of eggs into his mouth.

      “Never?” Lillian directs her question to my brothers.

      Hayes seems awfully proud of himself. “Funny, he never mentioned his celibacy before.”

      “I wasn’t celibate, dickhead.” Not exactly a glowing endorsement. I turn to Lillian to explain. “I’ve never been in a committed adult relationship before.”

      “That’s a sweet way of saying Hudson’s a playboy.” Kingston takes his plate, along with Lillian’s, to the sink.

      “No, it’s not. Have I mentioned how fucking grateful I am that you two stopped by this morning?” Assholes.

      “He wasn’t a playboy. He was a monk,” Hayes blurts out.

      “Also, not at all accurate.” Truth is, my brothers know very little about my private life because I purposefully kept it, well, private. “I never had a lot of time or patience for relationships.”

      “So, what’s changed?” She looks a little pale and nervous about my answer.

      I slip my hand around the back of her neck and pull her lips to mine. “You.”

      That seems to set her at ease as she sinks into my hold.

      Everything about Lillian is perfect.

      If I play my cards right, I just might hold on to her.

      

  




Lillian

      Being around the North brothers in a casual setting is much easier than I thought it would be. Hayes hasn’t yelled or belittled me. He hasn’t insulted me or called me names. He’s polite and even funny at times. The dynamic between the brothers is enviable. I always thought Aaron and I were close, but these brothers seem to share an invisible bond. They tease each other, but there’s an undercurrent of respect that Hayes shows, even to me. Whether that’s a byproduct of my relationship with Hudson or something he actually feels, I don’t know. Nor do I care.

      Kingston and Hudson are at the sink doing dishes. I offered to help, but both men insisted that I take my coffee and relax. Which is exactly what I’m doing, perched in a chair at the window overlooking Central Park.

      I catch movement to my right as a chair is placed next to mine. Hayes drops in it beside me, his eyes cast forward like mine.

      “Why are you being so nice to me?”

      He jerks ever so slightly as if my honesty surprises him. “You’re no longer my employee. As my twin brother’s woman, you don’t annoy me nearly as much.”

      “How flattering,” I say dryly.

      He ignores my comment. “We need to talk,” he says.

      “About?”

      He leans forward, placing his elbows on his knees, and then turns his face to me. “Travis Everfield.”

      My stomach churns in a mix of anxiety, eggs, and coffee. Is this where Hayes threatens me? Has this new, more laid-back Hayes been all show for the sake of his twin? “What about him?”

      His eyes, usually filled with disdain when they’re on me, are warm with an apology. “I didn’t know.” His voice is laced with regret. “Ellie never told me.”

      I don’t need clarification to know he’s speaking of what happened the night I gave escorting a shot. And I’m glad to know Hayes didn’t hire me because he felt sorry for what I’d been through. Sure, he was doing Ellie a favor, but even if he had asked her what happened, she wouldn’t have told him. I made her swear not to tell anyone.

      The way he’s looking at me and the tender edge in his voice makes me feel too exposed. Vulnerable. And to feel this way in front of someone who has hurt me, repeatedly, is something I cannot allow.

      I straighten my shoulders and paste a smile on my face. “It wasn’t that big of a deal. I hardly remember it.” Other than the occasional nightmare.

      “You don’t have to pretend you’re okay.”

      “I am okay.” Mostly. No, I am. I’m fine. “What’s wrong, Hayes. You don’t like Travis challenging you for the biggest asshole title?”

      Whatever tenderness I saw in his eyes hardens at my words.

      “Well, don’t worry about that.” I hold up my mug as if to toast him. “You’re still the reigning champion in my book.”

      My technique to shut him down and push him away works. He leaves me to lick my exposed wounds. He tells his brothers he has to get back to work and says his goodbyes. I don’t turn around, but when things get quiet, he says, “Later, Gillingham.”

      Hudson calls him a dick, and then the door closes.

    

  







            NINETEEN

          

        

      

    

    




      Hudson

      “Would you stop looking at her like that?” Lillian scolds me under her breath.

      “I don’t get it.” I hold my grimace as I watch the three little dogs Lillian’s walking strain on their pink leashes. “They look like gremlins. And not the cute ones.”

      “How can you say that? They’re wearing sweaters.” She stops briefly while the one wearing the lavender sweater pees. “Good girl, Mariah.”

      “I’m just saying, out of all the dog breeds to choose from, why these?”

      “Every animal deserves love, Hudson,” she says teasingly. “Even little Brittney Ears.” She reaches down and gives the hairless mutant a rub.

      “Brittney Ears?”

      “You’re going to hate on their names now, too?”

      “Maybe. What are they?”

      “You know Brittney Ears.” She points to each one. “That’s Mariah Hairy and Lady Pawpaw.”

      When I roll my eyes, Lillian rocks her shoulder into my side. I take the opportunity to put my arm around her and pull her close.

      “You didn’t have to come with me to walk them, you know.”

      “I didn’t.” I press a kiss to her temple. “But I wanted to.”

      I’d move all three of these ugly dogs into my condo if it meant Lillian came with them. I can’t get enough of her. When she told me she had a dog walking job on the Bridle Trail at two o’clock, I rearranged my schedule to join her. Judging by the peaceful glow on her face, I’d say she enjoys walking dogs no matter how far below her potential it may be. Which may be for the best, at least for now. I can’t seem to make a dent in getting August to agree to hire her back. Not to mention, I don’t want her back at North Industries. Given the way she was treated, she deserves better.

      “Did you hear back from Conlin yet?”

      She shrugs one shoulder. “We set up a phone interview for next week, but I don’t know—Lady, no. Don’t eat that.”

      “What don’t you know?”

      She shakes her head as if she’s not going to explain.

      “Come, let’s sit.” I guide her to a nearby bench and sit first before pulling her onto my lap. “That’s better. Now, talk.”

      The dogs take a rest under the bench, panting. Lillian pulls a collapsible bowl out of a pink shoulder bag and fills it with expensive bottled water. I bite back a comment about people treating dogs better than they do other humans.

      Her long hair is pulled back in a low braid, and her neck is close and looks soft, so I press my lips to it and growl. “Tell me.”

      She shivers in my hold and leans against me. “It sounds selfish. And ungrateful.”

      “I doubt that.” I push a strand of hair behind her ear that fell loose from her braid.

      “It’s just… working for Moore Wealth Management sounds about as thrilling as being on hold.” She picks a dog hair off her jeans. “Not that my work with Hayes was exciting, either. I don’t know what I’m saying.” Her pretty blue eyes meet mine. “Selfish, right?”

      “Not at all. I understand. Desk jobs aren’t for everyone.”

      “Unfortunately, desk jobs seem to be where all the money is.” She sighs heavily.

      Lillian’s admission reminds me of my brothers Alexander and Kingston, who are both creative but in their own ways. And from what I’ve learned from watching them, work without thrill and color is suicide. I don’t want that for Lillian.

      “What did you want to do when you went to college?”

      “Whatever would make my parents the proudest. The only reason I even took law classes in college was because the only profession that sounded smarter than lawyer was doctor, and I can’t stand blood.”

      I squeeze her hip reassuringly. “I get it. Family pressure is quite persuasive.”

      She asked me once what I would be doing if I didn’t go into the family business, and I had no answer for her. Nothing has ever meant more to me than proving myself. Lillian seems to have experienced the same thing, and yet, she’s brave enough to say that the struggle to be accepted, to make her family proud, might not be as important as her own happiness.

      “I’m done with it,” she says in a way that sounds like she’s coming to this conclusion for the first time. As if her eyes have finally been opened. “Walking dogs might not pay the bills, but it’s a hell of a lot more rewarding than being miserable in a cubicle making rich people richer.”

      I respect very few people in my life. Maybe it’s because I’ve witnessed firsthand the backstabbing and betrayal that leads to the top. Or maybe it’s because I’ve seen so much corruption and dishonesty in business that I don’t believe much good still exists in the world. Listening to Lillian as she casts off the expectations of others in favor of her own happiness is not only inspiring but wholly unusual in a world where image is everything. Power is coveted. And fear controls.

      I slide my hand up her back, cup her nape, and bring her lips to mine. I kiss her softly, reverently, deeply. I kiss her with the passion of a man in awe.

      She breaks the kiss to breathe, her lids heavy and lips parted. “What was that for?”

      “That was because I find you fascinating, Lillian Gillingham.” I press a kiss to her throat. “You continue to impress and inspire me.”

      “Me?” She laughs awkwardly and blushes. “I doubt that—”

      “You do. You have no idea.” Feelings swirl inside me. I wonder if this is what it feels like to be in love. As much as I want to protect her and take care of her, I find more satisfaction in watching her courage as she protects and takes care of herself. “Do you want to know what I think?”

      She shrugs. “Sure.”

      “Cancel the interview with Conlin. Follow your gut.”

      The corner of her mouth twitches. “Really? Is that smart?”

      “Absolutely.”

      That twitch turns into a full-blown smile. “Aaron isn’t going to be happy.”

      “He’s not your problem.”

      “My parents—”

      “Also, not your problem.”

      She nods and bites her lip as I watch unease trickle in. “What do I do now?”

      “Walk gremlins and keep your eyes open for the next opportunity.”

      “I better stock up on Ramen.”

      “Nah, baby.” I kiss her jaw. “I’ll never let you go hungry.”

    

  







            TWENTY

          

        

      

    

    




      Lillian

      “Where are you going?” Aaron eyes me suspiciously when I come out of the bathroom wearing a very simple black dress.

      If I’m going to be dating Hudson North, I’ll need to expand my wardrobe considerably. I managed to find some empty space on a credit card and picked up this LBD on sale. Now, I just need the income to pay it off.

      “I’m going out with Hudson.”

      Aaron doesn’t look surprised. I’ve been spending as much time as possible with my new boyfriend over the last week. We’ve fallen into a routine—he works all day while I dodge my brother, we meet up at his place after work, he feeds me, and then he feasts on me. Every night, he insists I stay with him, and although I try to argue, it’s hard to justify leaving his strong arms and big bed for sharing a room with my brother and sleeping on a fold-out couch.

      “Again?” He flops to his bed with his eyes on his phone. “You getting any perks out of this relationship? A promotion?”

      “He’s not like that.”

      Aaron doesn’t seem convinced. “He’s wealthy and powerful. They’re all like that.”

      “I’d like him even if he were poor.” I search for my heels, which seem to have gone missing. “I don’t care about his money.”

      “Sure you don’t. You’re banging your boss’s brother. Even if you don’t see the perks, you’re getting them.”

      “Yeah, about that.” Fortified by Hudson’s support, I face my brother. “I don’t work at North Industries anymore.”

      His expression crumbles. “You quit?”

      “No. I got fired.”

      “Lily!”

      “Weeks ago, actually.”

      He recoils as if just learning I have a contagious disease. “You… but… what have you been doing all this time?”

      “Looking for another job. I’m walking dogs again. And I’m out of money.” I resume the search for my heels. “Which means you should probably hold onto whatever money you have because I won’t be able to float you anymore.”

      “What the fuck!”

      My heart beats a little faster. Dog sitting isn’t going to pay the bills. I canceled my meeting with Conlin Moore, or rather, his assistant. I’m going to have to come up with a solution fast, or I’ll end up back in Florida with my parents. And while the possibility of that outcome makes me nauseous, I’m thrilled and energized at the prospect of no longer making choices based on the expectation of others.

      “Don’t you think you’re being a little selfish?”

      I find one high heel under a pile of clothes and sigh when its partner isn’t in the same spot. “I’m selfish?” What a joke.

      Aaron’s phone rings. “Crap, it’s Mom.”

      “Answer it. You ditched her on Christmas, and that was weeks ago.”

      He seems conflicted. I snag his phone. It’s a Facetime call. I answer it and turn the camera on Aaron so he can’t run.

      He scowls at me. “Bitch—”

      “Aaron, honey, finally!” She squeals as if she were Facetiming Garth Brooks rather than her own son. “I can’t believe I got ahold of you. I know how busy you are.”

      Busy. Right.

      I hand off the phone so that I can continue to search for my shoe while Aaron answers a million questions about how he’s doing. He exaggerates by calling his bicycle messenger job corporate correspondence and his DJ gigs at dive bars working in the entertainment business.

      “How is that sweet girlfriend of yours? You two seemed pretty serious. Any wedding bells in the future?” The hope in her voice makes my chest ache.

      His sweet girlfriend was a woman he woke up in bed with—in her bed—having no clue how he got there. My mom happened to call him, and in his still drunk attempt to send the call to voicemail, he answered instead. The woman was married with three kids.

      “No wedding bells yet,” he says, chuckling uncomfortably.

      “She doesn’t know what a gem she has in you, son.”

      I snort and shake my head. Gem. Right. More like a pile of petrified shit.

      As if Aaron can read my thoughts, he flips the phone around in ultimate payback. “Look, Mom. Lillian is going on a date!”

      I can’t tell my brother to fuck off with my mom’s surprised eyes mere feet from my face.

      “She has a boyfriend,” Aaron says, singing the last word like the juvenile that he is.

      “Lillian, honey, you’re not wearing that are you?”

      I look down at my simple black dress. “What’s wrong with it?” I regret asking as soon as the words are out of my mouth.

      “It’s so short. And the neckline is… well… men like women to leave a little something to the imagination. Give them something to unwrap.”

      Aaron glares, and his smirk is one of pure satisfaction. I ESP the words I hate you into his stupid soft brain.

      “Thanks for the info, Mom.”

      “Who is this man? Please tell me he’s employed.”

      “Lily’s man is an executive at North Industries.” Aaron turns the phone back on him. “He’s a North. As in, from the founding family, North.”

      My mom gasps. I’m still looking for my other shoe, or I would’ve run out of the apartment minutes ago. “Lillian, how on earth did you get involved with a North? Talk about luck!”

      Luck? “Is it that hard to believe that he got to know me and likes me?” Ah-ha! My shoe. I slip it on quickly, then remember my hair is still damp.

      “Whatever you do, don’t screw things up with this one. A North, wow. I never imagined you’d date someone so… smart. And successful!”

      Ouch.

      I toss the hairdryer to save time and slick my hair back into a tight bun. I look like a ballerina, but at this point, I’d leave looking like Michael Meyers if it meant escaping my mom and her flattering commentary.

      “What part of the company does this man—”

      There’s a knock on the door. I pray Hudson sent Carina up to get me.

      No such luck. Hudson, ever the gentleman, came up to retrieve me himself. Fantastic.

      His eyes dance as they travel the length of my body, taking in everything, from the tips of my heels to the top of my head. “You are,” he blows out a breath and clutches his chest, “killin’ me.” His eyes take another trip. “Come here.” The sultry command sends me forward to his lips. His hands caress my hips, then slide up and stop just under my breasts. He looks down at me, and from our proximity, he can see the black lace bra doing wonders for my cleavage. “Fuckin’ hell,” he whispers. “There’s no way I’ll be able to get through the next few hours without being inside you—”

      “Hello there,” my mom singsongs from inside the apartment. “Give him the phone. I want to meet him.”

      Aaron appears in the doorway, and with Hudson’s arms still around me, Aaron turns the camera on us. “Say hi!”

      Hudson looks at Aaron with the same expression he gave me when I asked him to hold a bag of dog poop. When my mom’s thick glasses take up the screen, Hudson shakes off the shock and flashes a charming smile.

      “You’re our Lily’s boyfriend?” Does she have to sound so skeptical?

      I swoop in to try and take the pressure off Hudson. “Mom, he—”

      “I am.” Hudson interrupts. “And you must be Lillian’s sister.”

      My mom giggles like a schoolgirl. Leave it to Hudson to sweep the woman off her feet.

      He keeps his arm around me. “You have an amazing daughter, Mrs. Gillingham.”

      She seems flustered, her hand clutching what would be pearls if she were wearing a string. “Amazing? Isn’t that refreshing.” Her tone is playfully teasing, but Hudson’s entire body grows tense.

      Aaron seems to be getting a kick out of the whole exchange.

      Hudson peers down at me, his eyes dropping to my neck, and he watches the heat as it crawls to my cheeks. “We’re late.” All charm gone, he turns to the phone. “We have somewhere we need to be.”

      “Oh sure, of course. It was so nice meeting you.” For the first time, my mom’s eyes come to mine. “Lillian, honey, be respectful with Mr. North. Don’t embarrass the man.”

      “Mom!”

      “You know what I mean,” she says, fidgeting a little. “Lillian is too impulsive for her own good,” she says directly to Hudson, who is looking angrier by the second. “She speaks before she thinks.”

      “If she thinks at all,” Aaron adds.

      Without a word, Hudson uses his arm around my shoulders to lead me away from the apartment door. My mom’s voice squawks a rushed goodbye behind us, but neither of us answers as we climb into the elevator and, thankfully, the doors finally close.

      “I’m sorry about that,” I say with a million shades of embarrassment. “She’s not usually so—oomph!” I lose my breath at the force with which Hudson slams me against his chest. Both big arms wrapped in charcoal grey wool come around me so tightly I’d swear they circled me twice. He says nothing, only squeezes me as if he’s trying to fit me inside himself. Even when the elevator pings and the doors slide open, we stay.

      I don’t know why, but I feel the need to tell him that I’m okay. He clearly feels like I require comfort after the awkward situation with my mom. It feels like he’s trying to hold me together so that I don’t fall apart. He doesn’t know that she’s always said shit like that to me, and it doesn’t bother me. I mean… she’s not lying. I’m guilty of all the problems she mentioned.

      “Hudson,” I say into his lapel. “I’m all right.”

      He only answers by squeezing me tighter.

      “You don’t have to worry about me. I’m good.” I run my hand up under his jacket from behind to rub comforting circles on his back. “I’m okay.”

      “I’m not.” The two words are spit through clenched teeth.

      I relax in his arms, let him hold me and squeeze me, and take whatever he needs from me to find comfort. Eventually, he takes a deep breath that quakes on the exhale as if he’s still harboring some anger.

      He cups my jaw and looks down at me with an expression that is much more Hayes than Hudson. “You are more magnificent than every sunrise and sunset combined.” His thumb passes along my cheek. “You’re brilliant, creative, fun as hell, and stunning beyond any beauty described in the human language.”

      “Hudson, you don’t have to—”

      “Anyone who doesn’t see that,” he lowers his head to get my eyes, “and I mean anyone, Lily…”

      Locked in the trance of his words, combined with the sincerity in his gaze, I nod.

      “Doesn’t deserve to speak your name, much less call you family. Do you understand me?”

      I nod again.

      He cups my face with both hands now, his eyes frantically studying as if he’s reading my expression like a novel. “Say it. Say that you understand.”

      I swallow the swell of emotion in my throat. “I understand.”

      He continues to read me until he’s satisfied, and only then does he drop his mouth to mine and plant a blistering kiss on my lips. I tilt my head, open my mouth, and he dips his tongue inside. My back slams against the elevator wall. He lifts me high enough so that I can wrap my legs around him. His hard-on rubs against the tiny strip of lace between my legs. He swallows my answering gasp. I’ve only seen him like this one other time, the night we became official. His ferocity makes me feel owned. Claimed. And cherished.

      He shoves his hands up my dress and grips my ass with bruising intensity. His kiss is thorough. Demanding. His tongue, teeth, and wicked lips ravage me senseless. Anyone could see us right now, and I can’t find it in me to care. I would let him strip me naked and fuck me in Times Square without a single reservation.

      “Yo, boss.”

      Neither of us let up at the sound of Carina’s voice.

      “Let me take you guys home.” Laughter laces her words. “Don’t do this shit here.”

      Hudson rips his lips from mine and glares at Carina as if he were a lion and she just interrupted his favorite meal.

      She shakes her head, smiling. “Come on, kids.”

      Only when she turns her back does Hudson settle me back to the ground.

      “What are you doing to me?” he says with a feral growl. “I lose my mind with you.”

      My knees wobble. My pulse is so quick it makes me dizzy. I grab onto his arm to steady myself. “Same.”

      He straightens my dress and adjusts his erection before dropping one last kiss on my lips. “This isn’t over.”

      I grin, grateful to hear it. “Good.”

      “Killin’ me,” he says through a sexy, lazy smirk. He kisses the top of my head and leads me to the waiting car. Carina has the decency not to stare or make jokes. She’s professional as always, but with a slight tilt to her lips.

      “Where to?” Her eyes meet ours in the rearview mirror.

      Hudson’s hand is on my thigh, and his fingers dip between my legs to inch dangerously close to my panties. “Fuck,” he groans.

      “The party,” I answer for him.

      He squeezes my inner thigh possessively. “Stick around though,” he tells Carina, then looks at me in a way that makes my insides clench. “We won’t be staying long.”

      

  




Hudson

      Managing my control over my temper is something I honed at a young age. Didn’t take long to learn that when I spoke up, talked back, or rebelled, I’d get a severe ass-whoopin’ from August. Of all my siblings, I canned my attitude the earliest to avoid the smackdowns. Alexander never could. And Hayes got off on the punishments, purposefully taunting August into a rage. Kingston came later and stayed as far away from the man as possible. My little brother asked me once how I did it. How I was able to flash an easy smile in the face of August’s high demands and unfair rules.

      Easy.

      I detached.

      Completely.

      I have no love for August. I feel nothing for him—not respect, pride, or concern. He’s a sperm donor. Would I cry at his funeral? Nope.

      And as much as I care for my brothers, I’ve never felt the kind of raw, possessive anger I felt tonight listening to Lillian’s family tease her. A lifetime of intensive detachment training was gone in an instant. A ruthless hunger surged, a desperate need to prove to Lillian how incredible she is, both with my words and with my body. So much so that I was prepared to fuck her senseless in an open elevator.

      Even now, the urge simmers just beneath my skin. Rage and desire in equal parts, only made tolerable by the heat of her inner thigh in my hand. Jesus, I’m no better than August or Hayes or even Alexander. A hairpin trigger away from a scene-making spectacle, all because of the woman sitting next to me.

      “Bee Inspired Designs.” Lillian, reading the sign, calls me from my own head and alerts me that we’ve arrived. “Cute. Is this where the party—whoa.” Her eyes narrow as she takes in my expression. “You look ready to kill. Are you okay?”

      I do a quick inventory of my face. Tense muscles, tight lips, jaw aching. I release the death grip on my expression and focus on Lillian’s pretty face. A smile pulls at my lips involuntarily. “I’d kill to get this over with quickly.”

      Back in control, mostly, I place a soft kiss to her lips, making sure to keep my tongue in my mouth or risk breaching the point of no return. Carina would not be happy to have to stand outside the car while I have my woman on her back.

      “I thought this was a dinner?” Lillian takes my hand, and I help her out of the car, not that she needs it. But I do. “At a restaurant.”

      “It’s Gabriella’s birthday. She’s Kingston’s obsession.” When Lillian looks up at me with questioning eyes, I clarify. “She’s also his fiancée. He gives her whatever she wants.” Which tonight seems to be a birthday dinner at their business.

      I place her hand into the crook of my arm. “An hour, tops,” I tell Carina, who answers with a light-hearted, “Yes, sir.”

      “This is their building. The design company is on the bottom floor, and they live up top.”

      “Oh, that’s cool.” She steps up to the glass door with Bee Inspired Designs scrolled on the glass. “And convenient.”

      I open the door to the distant sound of jazz music and low murmured conversation. I follow the noise through the lobby and into what Kingston refers to as the Inspiration Station. The largest room in the building is completely devoted to creative stimulation, with walls lined with colors and fabrics, textures and metals, wood and glass. In one corner sits a life-sized Buddha, and in another, a larger-than-life statue of the Virgin Mary draped in hot pink sequins and a feather crown. Sewing machines mix with power tools, and flowering ivy curls up a very phallic-looking sculpture. The Inspiration Station is exactly what I’d imagine Kingston’s brain to look like if it exploded into a space and was lit with fairy lights.

      Usually, the middle of the room has overstuffed couches, a hammock, and a few chaise lounges. Tonight, in the center of the room is one long dining table decorated with dozens of white flowers, crystal glasses, and fine China, a luxurious catered event to celebrate the other half of his heart.

      Lillian is speechless as she takes in the room, her chin tilted back to gaze up at the twenty-foot walls of the warehouse-like space. Her eyes dart from bolts of fabric to a disco ball, her brain processing the overload of colors and items that are sure to make anyone’s head spin.

      I spot Kingston across the room near a small bar set-up, complete with a tuxedo-clad bartender. He has his eyes on Gabriella as she talks animatedly with a woman who has a bright pink mohawk.

      “Were we supposed to bring a gift?” Lillian asks as we make our way to the birthday girl.

      “We donated to Gabriella’s ballet studio’s scholarship program.”

      “We?” Lillian looks up at me.

      “Yes, baby.” I can’t resist the sweet surprise in her expression and kiss her parted lips. “We.”

      “Lillian,” Jordan, Alexander’s wife, says as she gathers Lillian into her arms for a hug. “I’m so glad to see you here. Come on. I’ll introduce you to Gabby.”

      I’m hesitant to let Lillian go, but I can’t think of a logical reason why, other than I want to touch her all the time. With a kiss, I release her to Jordan and tell myself I’m cool with the distance, even though my eye gets twitchy.

      My brother Alexander follows Jordan with his gaze while I have mine on Lillian. I can’t help but notice our similar stances, ready to rush to their service at any request. The vibes rolling off our bodies echo the same in intensity and longing. Like both of us would rather be alone with our women—someplace else, very specific and very naked. I also recognize a harmony within myself, a sense of rightness, as if Lillian was the piece missing all this time, and now that I have her, all wrongs have been made right. All the emptiness has been filled. I’ve sensed the same tranquility in Alex since Jordan came into his life. Which is why I can so easily recognize it now.

      “Do you think I love her?” I ask my older brother, who I know will answer honestly because he’s incapable of anything else.

      He looks at me with that unmovable glare he’s well known for. He studies me, even looking down to my feet and back up as if something on my clothes might give me away. “No.”

      My gaze jumps to his. “Why?”

      “If you loved her, you wouldn’t have to ask.”

      And that’s Alexander. A genius of few words.

      If not love, then what? What is this all-consuming feeling I have for Lillian? The crazy, irrational, I-would-kill-for-you feeling that makes me want to lock her in my room to live out my days in her arms?

      Has keeping myself at a distance from relationships, my protective detachment, left me so hungry for companionship that the moment I let her in, I become a ravenous, bottomless pit? What if I want more than she’s willing to give? What if I do love her, and I just don’t trust myself enough to identify the feeling?
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      Lillian

      Two things create the perfect storm for someone like me. First, being in a new social situation with people I desperately want to impress. Second, being face-to-face with someone who has a unique physical quality that triggers a zillion questions in my head.

      I find myself in this exact situation when Jordan introduces me to Gabriella. Hudson’s brother Kingston watches me with gentle caution as if he somehow knows what I’m capable of. Gabriella is full of energy. Her wavy bob moves when she talks as if an extension of her hands, and genuine excitement is reflected in her face. Or rather, one side of her face. The other side is marred with long, ragged slashes that extend from her neck into her hairline. And it’s those scars that rob my focus.

      “…told me so much about you.” Her arm wraps around Kingston’s lower back. Her mouth moves, but I’m too fixated on her face to hear what she’s saying. It’s only when she looks at me, brows high, waiting for something from me, that I snap out of it.

      A response, I assume.

      “I’m sorry, what?” I croak. “I lost my… um…” Train of thought looking at your scars. I bite my tongue.

      Jordan flashes an understanding smile. “We were wondering if you’ve lived in New York long?”

      “Almost a year,” I say, sweat dampening my skin in embarrassment and the effort it takes not to blurt out the thoughts in my head.

      Gabriella must see me staring, but she makes no effort to hide her face or act any different than a woman who doesn’t have scars on half her face. I almost get the feeling that she’s allowing me to stare.

      I avert my eyes to Kingston in search of something, anything, to focus on. His shirt is a chaotic swarm of abstract shapes that look a lot like… “Is your shirt covered in tiny dicks?”

      I regret the words the second they leave my mouth. See, this is why I can’t be taken anywhere!

      An apology works its way to my tongue when Gabriella bursts into hysterical laughter, and Jordan follows.

      “Yep.” Gabriella detaches from Kingston and hugs me with the scarred side of her face brushing against mine. I flinch a little, wondering if they hurt. Gabriella doesn’t respond other than to slip her arm in mine. “I knew I liked you.”

      Kingston huffs out a frustrated breath. “They’re paisleys, goddammit!”

      Gabriella laughs at him. “I love you, and I love that shirt.”

      Her words make his eyes get soft and his smile lazy.

      “I’m going to introduce Lillian to everyone,” Gabriella says and spins us around toward a huddled group of four.

      “I didn’t mean to offend him,” I say and swallow hard. “I tend to blurt whatever comes to mind.”

      “Are you kidding? That was the best birthday present ever. Do you want a cocktail, Lillian?” She’s so friendly, even though I know she saw my blatant stares. “You look like you could use a drink.”

      I swallow hard and try to smile. “A cocktail might make it worse.”

      “Then I’m sticking with you all night.” She waves the bartender down and faces me head-on. “Do you like vodka? Pierre here makes a killer Seabreeze.” At my nod, she orders me a drink. When she turns back, she catches me staring at her scars. “I was on safari in Botswana and got a little too close to a lion cub.” Holding her hand like claws, she makes a swiping motion across the marred side of her face.

      “Oh, my God.” I cover my mouth to avoid any further exclamations.

      She smiles wide. “I’m kidding!” Her laughter is loud and contagious. “I didn’t think you’d fall for that.” She hands me my drink.

      I suck down half.

      “I wrestled a boat prop in the bay.” She shrugs. “I’m lucky to be alive. Therefore,” she picks up a fresh drink of her own, “I don’t take a single day for granted. Because you never know when it’s all going to get taken away.” She winks. “I want to introduce you to Angelica. She’s fucking hilarious.”

      And that’s it? It’s just that easy?

      She explains her facial scars as if simply telling me where she bought her shoes. And in doing so, my obsession with answers deflates. Her openness resolved my need to gawk. Of course, I still have some questions, but I have the sense of mind not to voice them. At least for now.

      I wonder if a similar technique would work for how I deal with my issues. What if I told everyone up front that I have ADHD and that I struggle with impulse control and following one train of thought. What if, instead of trying to hide that part of me, I openly advertised my invisible scars?

      If I normalize it, maybe others will too.
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        * * *

      

      The birthday party is small, only ten people in total. I notice Hayes and August aren’t in attendance. I assume that’s an intentional move on Kingston’s part, judging by the love he has for Gabriella.

      Men and women in tuxedos serve us a five-course meal prepared by a famous chef whose name I can’t pronounce or remember. We sing Happy Birthday, and then Gabriella blows out candles on a three-tiered chocolate-whiskey cake with gold flakes and caramel drizzle. Hudson talks to Kingston about his company’s latest project while I contemplate licking the salted caramel frosting from my plate. I decide instead to get as much as I can with my spoon. I sneak a finger swipe of frosting into my mouth and hope no one saw it.

      “…music executive begging for something unique.” Kingston is leaning back casually in his chair, his arm thrown over Gabriella, looking as royal as his name implies. “Some real off-the-wall shit.”

      “I assume your team’s been brainstorming,” Hudson says, his expression in business mode even while his thumb caresses the skin on my thigh.

      “We have.”

      Angelica, with the hot pink mohawk, frowns. “We need a fresh take. Something to shake things up. We’ve done so many corporate offices lately it’s anesthetized our creativity.”

      Kingston absently twirls a lock of Gabriella’s hair. It reminds me of the way Hudson’s hand rests on my thigh under the table, his thumb brushing my bare skin so slightly that I wonder if he’s aware he’s doing it.

      “We’ll get there,” Kingston says confidently.

      I drain the last of my dessert wine, feeling a little tipsy.

      “What do you think?” Hudson says.

      I look for our server to see if I can get another splash of wine.

      “Lillian.”

      At the sound of Hudson saying my name, I give up my search for a server and focus on my date. “What?”

      The corner of his mouth twitches. “You have great ideas.”

      Kingston places both forearms on the table to lean against it and zeroes his gaze on me. “That’s right. You came up with the It’oh idea. Sucks you got fired for it.”

      His honesty makes me smile. “Thanks.”

      Hudson’s palm slips up my thigh until the tips of his fingers nearly brush the silk between my legs. “Do you have any off-the-wall design ideas?”

      I clench my thighs together, pinning his hand in place so it won’t travel any higher.

      He smirks.

      “Yeah, throw something out there.” Angelica motions to the table as if I could unpack my mind for display. “Every bit helps.”

      “I can’t think of anything—” I catch my breath when Hudson’s pinky brushes against my panties. I bite my lip.

      “Try, baby.”

      “Um…” Off-the-wall. Unique. Something I haven’t seen before—Hudson adds pressure to his finger.

      I send him a glare that should have burned holes through his pretty face but has the reverse reaction. He grins. I squeeze my thighs together, hoping to break his hand.

      He licks his lips, and his fingers don’t give up their torture. “Does anything come to mind?” he practically purrs.

      “Wet—water,” I blurt.

      Hudson chuckles, and the sound is pure male pride.

      I clear my throat and try to clear my head. “Motion. And weightlessness. I don’t see enough of that in spaces. Like what if furniture didn’t sit on the ground but hung from the ceiling.” Hudson squeezes my thigh. “Floating stairs. Water walls. Is that a thing? It should be. Interior design that appears to defy gravity. Imagine a dining room table with the surrounding chairs hanging from the ceiling.” I imagine a room of weightless furniture. “Aquarium walls. Aquarium floors! Or hanging things inside out. Upside down. Change the perspective. And why do we never see chairs upholstered in carpet?”

      Someone nearby whispers, “Interesting.”

      “Or, oh! Change the shape. Circular bookcases and triangle dressers. What if things had no uniform shape at all?” I gasp a little as Hudson reaches past the barrier of my panties. No one seems to notice. “Unique repurposing. An art piece made from dryer sheets. A couch made from an old canoe.” As images form in my head, my mouth blabs so quickly that I can barely keep up with what I’m seeing. “A wooden ladder used for closet rungs. I bet you could get cool industrial metal at the old shipyard. You could make all kinds of furniture and wall décor with that. I bet if you go spend a week in the mountains, you’ll get inspired by nature. I heard a windy day in Philadelphia is what inspired the design of the Sacha Museum.”

      “True,” Alexander grunts from beside me.

      “Wouldn’t it be cool to design an entire…” I slow down, feeling all eyes on me, “house inspired by…” I swallow, feeling exposed under a spotlight as everyone at the table stares at me with wide eyes. “Movement,” I squeak.

      “You’re hired,” Kingston says boldly and slams his hand on the table, making all the crystal jump. “I need you, Lillian!” He stands and comes around the table. “We need you.” He shoves his hand out at me. “Tell me you’ll come work for Bee Inspired Designs.” He nods to his hand for me to take it.

      Hudson’s hand is back at an appropriate place on my leg. “Go ahead, baby. Take the job. You’re great at it.”

      “I don’t know what August was paying you, but I’ll pay you more.” Kingston lifts his brows and wiggles his fingers.

      “Um…” Holy crap. “That’s a lot of mo—”

      “And I’ll wear the little dicks shirt for your amusement.” He rolls his eyes at Gabriella’s hoot of joy.

      “I thought you said they were paisleys?”

      “Do it, Lillian!” Gabriella says.

      I look at Hudson, who has pride shining in his eyes and an encouraging smile on his face.

      I smack my palm against Kingston’s. “I’ll take it.”

      “Yes!” Most of the room erupts in cheers.

      Hudson pulls me into his chest and kisses my temple. “Congratulations, baby.”

      “I have a job,” I squeak.

      “You’re exactly where you belong.” He kisses me again. “You’ll finally get to use your gifts rather than stifle them in some stuffy cubicle surrounded by a bunch of suits.”

      “I can’t believe this is happening.”

      He looks at me with an admiration I rarely see on people’s faces. “I can.”

    

  







            TWENTY-TWO

          

        

      

    

    




      Hudson

      Before Lillian, I would look forward to going to the office. Being productive and checking things off my to-do list would make me feel accomplished. Success at work gave me validation.

      Since Lillian, all that has changed.

      I dread leaving her. It starts with the blare of my alarm and having to drag myself out of bed and away from her sleep-warmed body. After coffee, I drag Lillian into the shower, and we stay until the water runs cold. This morning is no different. Except that we were in more of a hurry than usual.

      “What are you doing?” Those captivating blue eyes of hers hold mine in the bathroom mirror’s reflection.

      Standing behind her, I wrap an arm around her middle and lean forward to grab my toothbrush. “What does it look like I’m doing?” I take advantage of the fact that she’s wearing her hair up and run my lips along her bare shoulder. “I’m brushing my teeth.”

      “There’s another sink one foot to the right,” she says in mock annoyance as she tilts her head to allow a more thorough exploration of her neck.

      I hum against her skin, and tiny goosebumps raise up against my lips. “You expect me to have superhuman self-control when you’re standing here in nothing but a pretty lace bra and a skirt?”

      “I don’t want to be late for my first day.” She wiggles against me. Her breath catches when I press my hard-on against her ass, pinning her between me and the sink.

      “Your boss is my little brother. He’ll forgive you for being late. And if he doesn’t, I’ll give him an atomic wedgie.”

      “I thought for sure you had your fill in the shower.” A shiver runs up her spine either at the memory or at the way I drag my fingers up her bare stomach and cup her breast.

      “I’ll always want more when it comes to you.”

      She leans her head back against my shoulder with a soft moan. I fucking love the way she melts against me, drops all her guards, and becomes supple under my touch.

      I fix my gaze on our reflection. My possessive hold on her breast. The contrast of my darker skin against her pale chest. My towering form hunched over her exposed neck. And the fire in my eyes like a predator with its most favored prey.

      “I want to fuck you like this,” I growl against her skin. “Looking at you in the mirror as I sink inside you from behind.”

      “Hudson,” she whispers. “Please. You make it impossible for me to leave.”

      “Good.” I drop my forehead to her shoulder and groan. “I’m sorry.” I indulge in one more kiss on her neck, then rip myself away to the opposite sink.

      She sways forward and blows out a breath. “Maybe I should stay at my place on workdays.”

      “No fucking way.” I put toothpaste on my brush. “I’ll be good. I swear.”

      She stares pointedly at my erection.

      “Stop looking at it,” I say with a mouthful of foam. “That’s not helping.”

      She giggles adorably.

      “That’s not helping either.”

      We manage to get ready with only a couple of minor distractions. Shortly after eight o’clock, I say goodbye to her at the car door. I’m late for work and grumpy as hell.

      “Drive safely,” I tell Carina, who rolls her eyes.

      “Always do, boss.”

      “I’ll see you tonight,” I say against Lillian’s lips, then watch her slide into the backseat of the car.

      “Good luck at your meeting.” She closes the door, and I have an irrational urge to rip the fucking thing from the vehicle.

      Having had Lillian with me all weekend, the separation is harder than I thought. I know I’m not handling all that I’m feeling in a mature, healthy way. Lillian is the first person I’ve known who seems to take all the oxygen with her when she goes.

      I head to the Uber waiting to take me across town. August set up the meeting last minute. A tech company looking to build an office in their Tulsa location. I’m not usually on sales and acquisitions, but August said this group is sensitive, and all our best sales guys were busy. Uncommon, but not unheard of, to send a North to negotiate. I know better than to question August’s decisions.
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        * * *

      

      Near lunchtime, I walk out of my meeting to find Carina waiting for me.

      “You get her off okay?”

      “No,” she says dryly. “We got in a horrible accident, flipped the car a couple times. Bleeding and half-conscious, we were taken by the mob and tortured for information about—”

      “Real funny, smartass.” So I worry too much when it comes to Lillian. Message received. It’s just, I’ve never been so scared to lose someone.

      “She’s fine. Made it to Kingston’s in one piece.” She closes the door behind me.

      I’ve been anxious for the last few hours to know how her day is going. I tell myself that if I can hold out for another five minutes, I’ll reward myself by giving her a call.

      I make it three, then pull out my phone.

      “I knew it!” she answers.

      “Knew what?” I’m grinning. I can’t help it. The joy in her voice is contagious.

      “Your brother owes me twenty bucks,” she says.

      “You’re pathetic, Hudson,” Kingston says in the background. “You couldn’t hold out until after lunch?”

      “We had a bet,” Lillian explains. “I said you’d call to check on me before lunch, Kingston thought after. I win.”

      “Then you should know that I would’ve called even sooner if I hadn’t been in a meeting.”

      “Awww.” She lowers her voice. “You’re that miserable without me, huh?”

      “You have no idea.” I clear the rumble of desire from my voice as Carina eyes me from the rearview. “How’s your first day going?”

      “Amazing! I get to come up with ideas all day. And do you want to know what I get to do to accomplish that?” The excitement in her voice gives me butterflies.

      “I’m dying to know.”

      “I get to play with fabrics and color swatches and throw paint at a wall, and I can even lie down on a couch if I want. I can go for a walk, go sit by the water, walk an art gallery—as long as I come up with crazy, out-of-the-box ideas, your brother is happy.”

      “Sounds like the perfect job.” I have no doubt that she’s great at it.

      “I didn’t know this is something people get paid for.”

      “I’m so happy for you, baby.” I stare out the window, grinning like an idiot.

      “How was your meeting?”

      “Easy enough. I thought I’d be stuck there until this afternoon.”

      “Are you headed to your office?”

      “Yeah—”

      “Lillian,” Kingston whines in the background. “Can you please explain to Todd why wainscoting is not Satan’s taint?”

      “I gotta go,” she says with a smile in her voice.

      I feel that smile in my blood. “All right. I’ll see you tonight.”

      I spend the rest of the drive answering emails with a lift to the corner of my mouth that never goes away. I’m still wearing the dopey half-smile when Carina pulls up to the doors of North Industries.

      “You’re going to pick Lillian up tonight—”

      “At six,” she finishes for me.

      “Maybe get there—”

      “Early.” She raises her brows at me in the rearview. “I remember.”

      I chuckle to myself, shaking my head at what a mother hen I’ve become.

      “It’s a good look on you, ya know.” She’s wearing her signature cocky smirk.

      “What is?”

      “Love.”

      The kneejerk reaction to tell her that what I’m feeling is very much not love fizzles and dies before I can speak it. The truth hits me like a lightning bolt to the chest.

      I am so in love with Lillian.

      “Thanks,” I say to Carina and climb out of the car. “I think so, too.”

      “’Bout time,” she says as I close the door.

      Still grinning, I walk into the building with a feeling like I’m floating. I hear my shoes against the marble floor but don’t feel the unforgiving stone beneath my feet. I try to keep my smile to the toothless variety, but it takes a huge effort to do so.

      I want to call Lillian and tell her. I want her to know right now that I’ve fallen. Hard. I’m totally in love with her. How can I sit on this revelation all day? It’s these consuming thoughts that have me miss the stream of people coming off the elevator into the lobby.

      When I hear my name being called, I’m ripped from the clouds and slammed back into the here and now.

      I look up and meet a pair of dark-brown eyes that flicker with confusion.

      “Mr. Chatto.” What the hell… We shake hands. “What are you doing here?”

      Questioning eyes bleed into pinched brows. “I was going to ask you the same thing. I thought you were out of town.”

      Out of town? What the fuck. Am I still sleeping? Dead? Sudden onset dementia?

      “I… was at a meeting, yeah.” I blink heavily, feeling like I’ve been dropped into someone else’s life without a script. “Did you change your mind about the new build?”

      “Change my mind? Are you kidding? I’m more excited about this new venture than I was about Tséé.”

      New venture? “That’s ah, great. That’s great to hear.”

      “I need to run. I have a plane to catch.” He shakes my hand again. “Thank Ms. Lillian for all her hard work, would you? I was disappointed she wasn’t in the meeting.”

      My arm falls limply to my side, and my jaw follows suit.

      Venture. Lillian.

      A sickness swells and expands in my gut. The blood leaves my face and is replaced with a simmering rage. White noise replaces all coherent thought as fury rips through my veins.

      I stand frozen, staring blankly ahead in front of the elevator, with only one clear thought in my mind.

      I’m going to murder August with my bare hands.

      

  




Lillian

      I’m sitting cross-legged on the floor, buried from the waist down in fabric samples, when my co-worker with the pink mohawk calls for me. “Your ride’s here.”

      My eyes snap up from the chaos in my lap. “Already?”

      “It’s quitting time, Lollipop,” she says and helps me up off the ground.

      On my first day, I was called everything except my actual name. Ladybug, Lilypad, Frilly-Lily, and Lollipop. Everyone at Bee Inspired Designs goes by nicknames, which takes the pressure off me having to remember their actual names.

      I check the time, and, sure enough, I worked a full day, and it hardly felt like it. “I still have to clean all this—”

      “Nah. Leave it. Then tomorrow, you can pick up where you left off.”

      That makes things so much easier on my brain. “Thanks, that’s such a huge help.” I think back to Gabriella and swallow my nerves. “I have ADHD,” I blurt. “Um… and some other things.”

      “Same.” She holds up a hand and high-fives me. “The best creatives usually do.” We slap hands. “You’re in good company here.”

      That’s it? Could it really be that easy to share the one thing I’ve been trying to hide all my life and not only be accepted for it but praised? That the way my mind works could be an asset rather than a hindrance? Is this even real?

      “That means so much to me, you have no idea—”

      “I do.” She winks. “Now, go home so I can lock up. I’m starving.”

      I grab my things and head to the door with giddiness in my gut. Is this what it feels like to love your job?

      Carina stands outside of the open car door but seeing that Hudson isn’t with her dampens a little of the thrill I was feeling seconds ago.

      “How was it?” She stands to the side to give me space to climb into the backseat.

      “Better than I could’ve imagined.” There are some challenges—like I don’t know shit about interior design—but Kingston assured me that’s the stuff that can be learned. He says my creativity and the way my mind works are things that education can’t buy.

      His words are a far cry from the daily insults of his older brother.

      “Mr. North said he’d meet you at his condo. He suggested you might want to run home and grab some clothes for tomorrow.”

      I roll my eyes. “Awfully confident of him to assume I’ll stay the night.” Or maybe I’m just that predictable. My guess is the latter.

      “Men.” She smirks.

      I move to get into the car but stop short in the open door. “Would it be all right if I rode in the front with you?”

      She looks as if I just asked to ride in the trunk.

      “Sorry, it just feels weird being carted around like some celebrity.”

      “Uh…” She blinks rapidly, then nods. “Yeah, sure. I don’t see why not.”

      I hop into the front seat, and when she slides into the driver’s side, she shifts uncomfortably with me in her space. I wonder if I should’ve just sat in the back.

      I ask her about her day, and I learn that she’s dating a pilot who is gone a large part of the week. She tells me that she’d rather drive a car than fly a plane. I’m in one hundred percent agreement.

      “How did you end up working for Hudson?”

      “Gosh, it was five years ago now.” She seems to relax a little as she thinks back. “Time flies. I was working valet at Les Rois.”

      I immediately recognize the restaurant as the highest of high-end places. Rumor has it they serve a rare moose cheese that’s produced from only three moose in Sweden. I have so many questions. Instead, I bite my lips together and let her finish.

      “I was the only woman valet and, not to brag, but I was faster and more efficient. My supervisor was younger than me. His dad owned the valet company. I pulled up Hudson’s car, and he tipped me fifty dollars. Hudson overheard my supervisor demanding I pay out half my tips since I made more than the guys because I had ‘tits’. Hudson overheard him giving me a hard time. He offered me a job right in front of the kid.” She laughs as she relives the memory.

      I grin, too, even though her story unsettles my stomach.

      “I’ll never forget my supervisor’s face.” She chuckles. “I didn’t think Hudson would even remember the offer the next day, so when I got a text in the morning asking me to meet him at North Industries to work out all the details of our new arrangement, I officially quit my job, and here I am.”

      My jaw aches and I realize I’m clenching hard. I loosen my death grip enough to speak. “Hudson’s a real savior.” My stomach feels like it’s full of concrete.

      “He’s a good man.” She doesn’t seem to pick up on the dryness in my voice. “I’ve probably given more rides for strangers at his request than I have driven him. The other day, he had me go buy a whole new wardrobe for a woman who lost everything she owned in a house fire. The man is a saint.”

      “He really is.” Especially to women just like me.

      Shit. How can I trust what we have to be anything more than him swooping in and saving me—with the added bonus of incredible sex on the side?

      Sickness swirls in my gut. Is our relationship nothing more than an exchange of favors? I thought the job offer from Kingston was organic, but Hudson did initiate my sharing of ideas. Was that whole show that ended in a job offer orchestrated between Hudson and Kingston for me? Could this new job say nothing about my ability or talent but rather an example of Hudson saving another poor, unfortunate woman?

      I crack the window to get fresh air. “You can drop me off at home. I’ll text Hudson and let him know.”

      Carina eyes me as best she can while keeping her gaze on the road. “Everything okay?”

      “Yeah, I’m suddenly not feeling well.”

      The rest of the ride home is mostly quiet, save for brief mentions of the weather. I thank Carina for the ride and race up to my apartment, hoping Aaron is gone for the night so I can cry someplace other than the shower.

      No such luck. When I walk in, I find both Aaron and Dirk man-spread on the couch playing a video game.

      I eye a coffee table littered with empty beer cans and pizza boxes.

      “What are you doing here?” Aaron hits a button on his controller as machine gun sounds blow the tv speakers. “Fuck!” He tosses the controller on the couch.

      Dirk chuckles. “You suck at killin’ zombies, man.”

      Aaron looks at me, and whatever he sees in my expression makes him ask a defensive, “What? I bought a gaming system. Don’t worry. I used my own money.”

      My eyes narrow, and my pulse quickens. “Why is your money yours and my money ours?”

      “Because you make more than me.”

      “Not for the last several weeks I haven’t.”

      He snorts. “Which you lied about. Why should I be punished for that? That doesn’t seem fair.”

      I fist my hands at my sides. “But spending my hard-earned money is?”

      “Are you kidding?” He glares at me. “I worked my ass off for years trying to get my DJ business off the ground, and I’m still broke as hell. You call that fair?”

      My nails dig into my palms, and my composure splinters. “Have you ever considered that maybe DJing isn’t your thing? That maybe your business isn’t taking off because you suck at it.”

      He gasps. Loud.

      “Dude,” Dirk’s drunk ass looks between my brother and me. “There is way too much negative energy in this place—”

      “Shut up, Dirk!” Aaron and I say in unison.

      “If it weren’t for me, you’d still be living in Florida, carting dad to doctor’s appointments and going to Bible study with Mom!” His cheeks flush with anger—or maybe it’s the alcohol.

      “I didn’t move to New York to take care of you!”

      “No, you moved to New York so I could take care of you!”

      I reel back, away from his words.

      “Don’t act surprised.” He snags his open beer off the table and downs what’s left. He wipes his mouth with his forearm. “Mom and Dad tried to get you out of the house for years.”

      “That’s not true. They needed me! I was helping—”

      “Were you?”

      I slam my mouth shut.

      “Jesus, Lillian. You’re a mess. You’d forget your arms if they weren’t attached to your body. You almost burned Mom and Dad’s house down!”

      I suck in a shaky breath. “That was an accident.”

      “If you’d take your medication—”

      “You know I hate the way that stuff makes me feel. Besides, I don’t think there’s enough Ritalin for the two of us!”

      His glare tightens. “I get migraines!”

      “Right.” I scoff.

      “Don’t take it out on me because Mom and Dad wanted you out. I only agreed to let you move in with me as long as you helped me out while I got my business rolling. That was the deal we made.”

      “Help you out by paying half, not bankroll you!” I fight the tears that build in my eyes.

      “You’re the one with the cushy job and the stupid-rich boyfriend. I have nothing!”

      Dirk raises his hand. “You have me.”

      Aaron sneers at his friend.

      “You have nothing because you’re sitting here at six o’clock on a Monday, drunk and playing video games you can’t afford!”

      “If only I fucked my boss, maybe I’d be as lucky as you—ouch!”

      The full beer I threw slammed into his chest. I pick up another. “Get out.”

      “You get out! This is my apart—ow! Stop throwing beers!”

      Dirk ducks from a flying pizza box that knocks Aaron in his shoulder.

      “You’re fucking psycho!” Aaron scrambles to his feet.

      I grab the closest thing and throw it. Then another. Lost in a blind rage, I throw everything that isn’t nailed down until Dirk and Aaron run out of the apartment, calling me every name in the book.

      They’re not wrong to call me a crazy psycho bitch. I certainly feel like one.

      I press my back against the door and eye the mess and damage. On the backside of the couch, my Warrior Eagle kachina lies in multiple pieces. I slide down the door, land hard on my ass, and bury my face in my hands to finally have that good cry I so desperately need.

      

  




Hudson

      
        
        Raincheck for tonight. Felt a little sick and tired.

      

      

      I read Lillian’s text message for the millionth time while I suck back three fingers of bourbon. Her staying home is probably for the best. As much as seeing her and getting lost in her body would calm the rage I feel, I am not good company tonight.

      Which is probably why I continue rereading her text. Is she really feeling sick and tired, or is she sick and tired of me?

      I push away my phone, hoping the insecurity will go away with it. If only it were that easy.

      After seeing Bodaway at North Industries, I tried to get in to see August, but he was conveniently unavailable. Alexander was out of the office for the day, something I also found a little too coincidental. I knew I’d get no support from Hayes, so I went back to my office and stewed, trying to come up with a plan.

      The way I see it, there’s only one person who’ll be honest with me, and that’s Bodaway Chatto. I’m going to need to make a trip to Sedona that no one can know about. And when I get answers, if they’re the answers I think they might be, I’m going to burn the whole North empire to the ground.

    

  







            TWENTY-THREE

          

        

      

    

    




      Lillian

      I spent a good part of my night in the shower crying and the end of my night lying in bed, thinking back on all the circumstances that led to my move to New York.

      Aaron was right. My parents couldn’t handle me. I was a college flunky who couldn’t keep a job to save my life, and my living at home was a burden. How could I have not seen this all sooner? I’ve lived my whole life having people save me. First my parents, then Aaron, Ellie, and now Hudson. Have I ever stood on my own?

      I woke up early, having hardly slept. In the pre-dawn hours, over a cup of strong coffee, I made a decision. I’d stand on my own from here on out. Starting today.

      I left early before Carina could show up and try to take me to work. My avoidance of her might not seem like much, but I traded a twenty-minute drive in a warm car for an hour of walking in the cold and crowded subway cars. I was proud of my first step.

      When I arrived at Bee Inspired Designs this morning, Kingston announced that we were taking a field trip to a funky new art exhibit called Useless. It would be a display of functional items with the parts that make them functional removed.

      More walking and another subway to the exhibit, and I wish I wore better shoes.

      “I don’t get it,” Angelica says from her spot beside me, her head tilted as she stares forward.

      “You’re not supposed to get it.” Kingston’s on my other side, his hands in the pockets of his fuchsia, pinstriped pants. “That’s the whole point of the exhibit.”

      “The whole point,” Todd adds, “is that it has no point.”

      “Exactly.”

      For the last five minutes, we’ve been staring at an open book with not a single word printed on its pages.

      “I mean,” I add, “I wouldn’t say a book without words makes it useless. If anything, I think removing the words made it more useful. Now it’s a notebook.”

      Angelica hums. “Right. Unlike the chair without a seat or a back. Not much you could do with that.”

      “Stretch a net between the legs,” Todd adds. “Make hammock stools.”

      Kingston hums.

      “A book with pages missing? Now that would be useless,” I say. Funny how I feel those words in my bones. My whole life, I’ve felt like a story with a missing plot, a hero’s journey without a hero, a mystery without a secret. Dysfunctional because I’m missing some integral thing that everyone else is born with.

      I follow the group to the next useless display—a fireplace made from ice.

      “Would the ice overwhelm the fire?” Todd scratches his bearded jaw. “Or would the fire overwhelm the ice?”

      “The fire would melt the ice, I think.”

      We’re discussing the possibilities of invisible fireplaces when Kingston excuses himself to answer his phone.

      He answers with a sharp, “What do you want?” which makes me think it’s not Gabriella.

      Kingston’s eyes meet mine, and I quickly turn back to the ice sculpture.

      “Yes, she’s here,” he mumbles. “Why the fuck would I know that? No, I’m not—what? Fine, but we’re trying to work here, and I don’t want to miss the bottomless urinal—” He pauses for a second, then groans. “You have no taste in art.” His feet shuffle behind me, and when he says my name, I don’t even flinch. Some sixth sense told me it was Hudson on the phone. “Your clingy-ass boyfriend wants to know why you’re not answering your phone.” Kingston looks bored and annoyed.

      “I left it at home.” I turned it off after Hudson texted me last night, telling me to get some sleep and let him know if there’s anything I need.

      Savior complex.

      “She didn’t bring it,” Kingston relays to his brother, then frowns. “He wants to know if you’re feeling better? Are you sick?”

      Annoyed, I hold out my hand, and Kingston seems grateful to pass the phone over to me.

      I step away and speak in whispered tones. “Hey, we’re at an exhibit, so I can’t really talk, but I’m feeling better. I just needed a good night’s sleep.”

      His sigh through the phone is so heavy that I swear I feel his relief. “That’s probably my fault. I’ve kept you up when you’ve been here.”

      My skin heats at the mention of him keeping me up. I remind myself that he’s out to save me, and for him, sex is just a pleasant perk. “What’s up?”

      “Oh, right, you need to go. I wanted to tell you I’m going out of town for a last-minute business trip. Should be back in a couple of days at the most.”

      “Sounds good.”

      He’s quiet, and I wonder if we lost the connection until he says my name with so much concern it makes my eyes tear up. “Are you sure you’re okay?”

      I force energy I’m not feeling into my voice. “I’m good. Have a safe trip.”

      “I’ll call you if I get some free time—”

      “I’ll understand if you’re too busy.”

      Another bout of silence occurs before he says, “We need to talk when I get back. It’s important. Take care.”

      “Will do.”

      “Lillian, I…”

      “I have to go.”

      We say our goodbyes, and I hand the phone back to Kingston, who waits at the ice fireplace. Todd and Angelica have moved on.

      He shoves his phone into his pocket. “Hudson’s got it bad for you.”

      “Nah,” I say with a shrug. “I don’t think so.” He just wants to save me.

      Kingston practically chokes on his laughter. “Oh wow, yeah… You have no idea. The guy is totally in love with you.”

      I jerk at the impact of his words.

      He snorts like my reaction is absurd. “You really don’t know?”

      “I’m learning Hudson has a thing for helpless women.”

      His perfectly shaped brows pinch together. “He does.”

      I blink rapidly, shocked that he didn’t even deny it. “Your brother doesn’t love me. He’s just trying to save me.” My voice cracks, and I bite my tongue before I give away too much of what I’m feeling.

      “Hudson is trying to help you because he’s in love with you.”

      I whirl to face him head-on, crossing my arms at my chest. “And how would you know, huh? What makes me any different from the bartender, or the homeless woman, or Carina, or the woman he bought a whole new wardrobe for, or the countless other women he swoops in to save? Did he ask you to give me this job?” I step closer and lower my voice. “Please don’t lie to me. I need to know if I earned this position or if you hired me because he asked you.” I swipe at something on my cheek and feel wetness on my hand. Great. I’m crying.

      I’ve never seen Kingston’s expression so serious, without the shadow of a smile playing across his lips. “What makes you different, Lillian, is that he never touched any of the women he helped. Not a kiss. Not an affair. Not a single date.”

      “You couldn’t possibly know that—”

      “Jesus.” He scratches the back of his neck in what seems like frustration. “Think about it. Have you seen women banging down his door? Blowing up his phone? Does he strike you as a playboy? The guy is a fucking Boy Scout. He always has been. If you don’t know him well enough to see that, well, you haven’t been paying attention.”

      “I—”

      “Ask me how many women Hudson brought to family events. How many women he’s mentioned. How many of his ex’s we run into when we’re out. Ask me how many times my brother has been in love, Lillian.”

      I swallow hard. “How many?”

      He leans forward to hold my eyes, a swath of wavy hair falling over his forehead and almost into his eyes. “Zero. Until you. Whatever you’re working out in your head about Hudson, do it knowing you’re the only woman he’s ever been serious with. So yeah, maybe he is trying to save you. But he’s also trying desperately to love you. And how do I know? Because it’s what we do. We protect and help and save the women we love. That is something we cannot control.”

      I sniff, wipe my eyes, and suck in a shaky breath. “If you’re right, it’s kind of an asshole move to tell me that he loves me before he gets the chance to.”

      He grins and throws an arm over my shoulder. “What are little brothers for than to epically fuck up plans and steal thunder?” We head to the next useless display. Soul-less tennis shoes complete with devil horns and no soles. “Okay, those I’d actually wear.”

      I laugh, feeling lighter and a little giddy.

      He gives my shoulder a squeeze. “Do me a favor? When he does get the balls to tell you how he feels, act surprised, yeah?”

      “I can do that.” Because no matter what Kingston says, I still can’t totally accept that it’s true. Hudson loves me?

      “A clock without hands.” Kingston releases my shoulders when we stop at the clockface. “Totally useless.”

      “I don’t know.” I tilt my head, studying it. “With that clock, you’re never late or early. There’s never any waiting. You sleep when you’re tired and wake when you’re restless. You know, time is a social construct.” When Kinston doesn’t immediately respond, I turn to catch him looking down at me with a little awe and a lot of pride.

      “And you thought I hired you because Hudson asked me to?” He shakes his head. “You should know that my brother respects me enough that he’d never ask me to risk my company for a pity hire. I hired you because I dig the way your brain works.”

      I blush at his praise.

      Because on this, I believe him.
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      Hudson

      I haven’t flown commercial in my entire adult life, and never economy. But this trip was last minute, and I needed to keep it a secret from my family, so here I am, smooshed in the middle seat without an armrest and a cylinder of freezing cold air blowing on my forehead. For over five fucking hours.

      The minute we land, I take my phone off airplane mode, and it rings in my hand. I hit Accept and immediately regret it. I’m in no mood to deal with Hayes’ shit.

      “Where the fuck are you?” he barks into my ear.

      Judging by the look of horror on the face of the elderly woman to my left and the slight chuckle of the man on my right, I’m not the only one who heard.

      “Your secretary said you were taking some personal time off?” He says that last part the same way he says things like sharing, humility, and second place. “I swear to God, if I hear the words self-care from you, I will beat your face in myself.”

      “Now is not a good time.” I shift as best I can in the cramped space as we taxi to our gate. Seriously, are these planes designed for children? Or just people with tiny asses and short legs.

      “Oh, I’m sorry. Is my call interrupting your scrotum steam and your asshole bleaching? What the fuck, Hudson!”

      The woman to my left makes a subtle sign of the cross.

      “Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to New York. Please remain seated until the captain has turned off the seatbelt sign.”

      My jaw tightens. There’s no way Hayes didn’t hear that.

      “Holy fuck…” he breathes. “You’re flying commercial?”

      I pinch the bridge of my nose.

      “First, I was pissed. Now, I’m worried. Are you dying?”

      “No, of course not, idiot. But listen, I do need to talk to you about something important.” At nearly five o’clock at night, there’s no way I’ll be able to get August and my brothers together now. “Can we meet in the morning? I need Alex there, too.”

      “Cut the bullshit.” There is a tiny hint of concern in his voice. “Are you in trouble?”

      “No.”

      “Are you bringing home a mail-order bride?”

      I sigh.

      “Oh, Jesus, did you go overseas and sell a kidney?”

      “This is important, would you stop fuc—uh… messing around?” I mouth sorry to the old woman.

      “I’m not messing around. Your do-gooder-ing makes me nauseous. I wouldn’t be surprised if you sold your own dick.” He sniffs. “I mean, it’s not like you’re using it much anyway—”

      “The meeting. Set it up.”

      The plane stops, and everyone stands in unison to disembark.

      “What time? I’ll have someone prep the conference room.”

      “No, we meet in August’s office.” I grab my duffle bag. My back muscles groan in protest when I finally stand upright in the aisle. “Eight o’clock sharp.”

      I’m met with silence as I walk off the plane, and I wonder if the call was dropped until I finally hear Hayes.

      “You sure you’re okay, bro?”

      The concern in his voice chips away at the ice that had formed around my heart when it comes to my family. Over the last twenty-four hours, frigid hatred has had me up all night, questioning my loyalties and making decisions for my future.

      “Honestly? No. I’m not.”

      “Hudson—”

      “I’ll see you tomorrow.”

      I hit End before he can argue.

      I dial Lillian’s phone number. She answers on the second ring.

      “Lillian, hey.” I exhale in relief. “I’m glad you answered.” I’ve tried to call her a couple of times since I’ve been gone, and my calls go to voicemail. “How are you?”

      “Good. How was your trip?” Her voice is a little tight, reserved.

      “Really good.” And bad. “Are you free for dinner tonight? There’s something I’d like to talk to you about.”

      “Oh, um… I’m off work in an hour.”

      “Carina and I will pick…” I suck in a deep breath. “I mean, would it be alright if Carina and I pick you up?”

      “Sure, that’s fine.” Is that a smile I hear in her voice?

      “Great, see you soon. Oh, and Lillian?”

      “Hmm?”

      “I missed you.”

      

  




Lillian

      I planned to wait for Hudson outside of Bee Inspired Designs at six o’clock, but in typical Lillian fashion, I ended up researching the strange use of taxidermy in interior design and fell into a hole that led me to book covers made from human skin. One sixteenth-century book written by a doctor on virginity and the female reproductive system was bound in female skin.

      Engrossed in the subject matter, which has all the makings of a horror movie, and completely grossed out, I jump when I hear my name.

      Hudson walks toward me, dressed casually in jeans and a Henley, with his muscles tugging at the seams with each step. I push back from the computer, and without giving my body permission to respond, it acts on instinct, and I leap into his arms. He catches me on the fly, his arms wrap tightly around me, and he buries his face in my hair.

      “Fuck me, I missed you so much,” he mumbles and kisses my temple.

      I hold on to him. My heart in my throat.

      He lowers me to my feet, then cups my face and studies me as if looking for injury or any hint of discomfort. “You look beautiful. Do you feel all right?”

      Leaning into his touch, I smile. “I feel great.”

      I wondered how I would respond to seeing him again. Would I revert to doubting him? Doubting what we have? Or would his actions, combined with Kingston’s assurances, erase any distrust?

      “How was your trip?” And is it true you love me?

      The light in his expression dims. “Educational.”

      “Oh?”

      He gathers me close. “I’ll tell you all about it, but first, we need to talk.”

      “Sounds ominous.”

      “Do you need to grab your things?” He releases me and holds my hand.

      I grab my purse and the half-full large coffee I forgot about midday.

      “If it isn’t the clingy boyfriend,” Kingston says when he walks into the room with a grinning Gabriella. “We saw Carina outside. You’ve roped her into your stalking behavior, huh?”

      Gabriella snorts. “Oh, wow. Really?” She props her hands on her hips and glares at Kingston. “You’re calling Hudson a stalker?”

      Kingston feigns offense. “I—you—okay, it’s not the same thing—”

      “Just stop.” She silences him with her palm in his face. “You can’t backpedal out of this one.”

      He snags her hand with a growl and bites her palm before pulling her into his arms. She giggles while he kisses her all over her face.

      My chest aches with a twinge of jealousy. What must it feel like to be loved like that? As if Hudson senses my question, his hand squeezes mine.

      “We’ll give you two privacy,” Hudson says playfully.

      I call out my goodnight to the couple as Hudson drags me out the door and into the waiting car.

      He doesn’t put any space between us, draping his arm over my shoulders and pressing his thigh tightly to mine. He asks me about work, and I lose track of time while telling him stories, including the discovery of books bound in human skin. I don’t think I’ll ever get over that. He holds my gaze, nods, asks questions, and laughs with me. If he’s not genuinely interested in what I have to say, he’s an incredible actor. Lost in conversation, I don’t notice we’ve pulled up to Hudson’s building until Carina throws the car into park.

      He encourages me to continue while we walk to the elevator, and once we’re inside his apartment, I finally run out of things to say.

      “I can’t think of a better job for you,” he says while pulling the cork from a bottle of wine. “You practically glow when you talk about it.”

      Do I? A flash of embarrassment washes over me, and I rub my cheeks, trying to ease the burn. “I really love it.”

      He hands me a glass of wine, and I watch over my glass as he takes off his coat and tie and pops the button on his collar. God, he’s beautiful. He rolls his sleeves up to his elbows, revealing toned, veined forearms sprinkled with light-brown hair. Everything about him screams masculine beauty.

      “How hungry are you?” he asks from the open refrigerator.

      I should be hungry, but my stomach is in knots. Between Kingston telling me that Hudson is in love with me and Hudson’s mysterious we need to talk, I’m not sure I can eat.

      “Not very.”

      He looks over his shoulder at me, then closes the refrigerator and comes to sit on the stool beside me. He searches my face until I duck my chin self-consciously. “Are you still feeling sick?”

      I take a fortifying gulp of wine before meeting his eyes. “I was never feeling sick. I was scared.”

      He props an elbow on the countertop and leans in. “Scared of what? What happened? Why didn’t you tell me—”

      I press my finger over his lips.

      His shoulders deflate. “Sorry.” Color rises in his cheeks, adding a boyish charm to the angles of his face. “Go on.”

      “I’ve heard from a few reputable sources that you have a knack for,” I take another gulp of wine, “for rescuing vulnerable women.”

      “Who—”

      “Hudson,” I say softly.

      He holds his chin in his palm and, in doing so, covers his mouth. Whether to keep himself from talking, I don’t know. He nods for me to continue.

      “It got into my head. From the night of the Christmas party, and what happened in Hayes’ office, then your reaction to me getting fired, and I don’t know, I started to wonder if that’s all I am to you. A victim with sex benefits—”

      “Jesus, Lillian.” The disgust in his voice is like nothing I’ve heard from him before. He stares blankly at the quartz countertop and shakes his head. “Why didn’t you say something?”

      “I was afraid of what you’d say.”

      His jaw tightens. “I would’ve explained.”

      “Explain now.”

      He rolls his lips between his teeth, and his shoulder muscles are coiled with tension. He rubs a hand down his face. “I guess now is as good a time as any.” He swivels his stool and manhandles my stool until I face him. A war rages behind his eyes until he finally relaxes. “Remember in Sedona I told you I’d tell you a personal story about me when I had one worth telling? I’m ready to tell you that story now.”

      I drag my emotional support wine closer.

      “Your sources? Telling you I have a thing for rescuing vulnerable women? That’s true. I don’t deny it. I’ve always been that way. Some people have a soft spot for children, others for animals. I’ve hated to watch women suffer at the hands of men. Now, I’m sure a therapist would have a fucking heyday picking that shit apart. Something about growing up watching August seduce women and leave them alone and pregnant. Or my own mom giving up her entire life to play Stepford wife to August while he fucked around with women right under her nose.”

      The pain and anger in his voice have me clutching at my chest.

      “Whatever the reason, it doesn’t matter. I’m not ashamed of what I do to help people who need it. And yes, when I saw you outside the Christmas party, I wanted to help. When I heard the way Hayes spoke to you, I wanted to scoop you up and get you away from him. And so, I did. You’re a stunning woman, Lillian. But I assure you, I do not have feelings for, or kiss, or have sex with the women I’ve helped. Not one. Had no desire to. I never could’ve anticipated what I would feel for you as I got to know you. I fell in love with your mind. Your sense of humor. Your resilience. And when you kissed me in Sedona, I wanted so badly to do the right thing and walk out of your life. I told myself I could help you and walk out of your life.” He shrugs. “I was wrong.”

      “It’s true, then. You’re in love with me.”

      “Completely.” The corner of his mouth tilts up. “Wait, what do you mean it’s true?”

      “Kingston told me.”

      He pulls my stool closer by the armrests until my closed knees rest between his open thighs. His hold on the chair remains, caging me in, but strangely, I don’t feel cornered or claustrophobic. If anything, I feel too far away. “Lillian… what’s your middle name?”

      “Vivian.”

      He raises his brows and smirks. “Lillian Vivian Gillingham?”

      “It’s awful, I know.”

      He chuckles. “It’s not.”

      “What’s yours?”

      “Silas. It’s a family name.”

      “And what about Hayes?”

      His grin widens. “Damien.”

      “Shut up!”

      “I swear to God.”

      “Is that a family name, too?”

      “Can I please get to the part in this story where I tell you that I am deeply, madly, drowning in all-consuming love with you?”

      My breath hitches.

      “I love you, Lillian Vivian Gillingham. And I don’t just mean right now. I mean always. I am long-term, sending-couple-Christmas-cards in love with you. I am sharing-a-home in love with you. Sharing-a-pet in love with you.” He rests his forehead against mine, his eyes close. “Sharing-my-last-name in love with you,” he whispers. “If you ever doubt my feelings, please ask. And if I can’t think of a better way to explain how completely gone I am for you, I’ll spend the rest of my life showing you. I’m yours for as long as you’ll have me. And I really fucking hope it’s forever—”

      “Yes.” I barely get the word out before his lips are on mine.

      We groan in unison as our mouths mold together. He kisses me with a passion that matches his confession, an urgency coupled with a tenderness that turns me to liquid. He shoves his stool back and lifts me from my seat.

      My ass hits the cold island countertop, and I smile against his mouth. “This is where it all began.”

      His hand fists in my hair, and he watches me from under heavy lids. “Not true.” He nips at my throat and kisses up my neck. “I was gone the night you ate across from me without wearing underwear.” He runs his teeth along my throat. “I haven’t been able to stop thinking about you since.”

      He reclaims my mouth. Instead of laying me back on the island, he hauls me closer and wraps my legs around his waist. “Not here. I want to make love to you.”

      “Have you ever—”

      “No.”

      “I haven’t either. Do you think it’ll be any different?”

      His smile is pure sex and dirty promises. “Everything between us has been different for me, Lily. Making love to you might kill me, but I can’t think of a better way to die.”

      He carries me to his bedroom. I kiss his face, his neck, and any part of him I can reach while in his arms. He lies me down on the mattress with a benevolence that makes my chest ache. He undresses me slowly as if unwrapping precious treasure. His fingertips brush every inch of my skin as he whispers how soft I am, how beautiful, loving me with intention. He stands at the edge of the bed, fully clothed, as his gaze roams my naked body. My nipples pebble under his heated stare. Every movement of his eyes is like a touch against my skin. I expect to feel exposed, maybe even a little embarrassed, as he studies me with such intensity. Instead, I find myself consumed with his reaction to me. I arch my back, and his eyes flare. I open my legs, and he licks his lips. His hands stay fisted at his sides while the bulge between his hips strains the confines of his jeans.

      I prop up on my elbows. “I want to see you.”

      In one move, he pulls his shirt and undershirt over his head and tosses them aside. His hands go to his belt, and his fingers shake as he releases the button and zipper and lets them fall to the floor. His boxer briefs give little support to his straining erection. I lick my lips and watch as a wet spot at the tip grows darker. I’m so turned on, and we haven’t even touched each other yet.

      “I love the way you look at me,” he growls. Hooking his thumbs into the elastic, they follow the line of muscles that form a V, teasing the fabric down his thick shaft. He moans softly. “I could come just watching you watch me.” His erection springs free. He fists it and hisses, his abdomen flexing and releasing with every breath. “Open your legs.”

      I do as he asks.

      “Goddamn.” He sucks in a shuddered breath and sways on his feet. “You’re stunning.”

      I can’t imagine what he’s seeing, but I can feel how wet I am. How wanton. “Are you going to stand there all night, or are you going to come over here and make love to me?”

      The corner of his mouth twitches. “I’ll give you anything you want. I’m having a hard time deciding where I want to start.”

      “Then I’ll decide for you.” I scoot to the edge of the bed and drop my feet to the floor. I gently push his hand away from his dick, and the weight of it falls heavy into my hand.

      “Lily, baby,” he says through clenched teeth. “I don’t know how long I’ll—”

      I raise a brow and look up his muscular torso and into his eyes. “You said whatever I want, right?”

      He bites his lower lip. “Mm.”

      I lick him softly at first, teasing flicks against the sensitive underside. The salty taste on my tongue has me dipping lower, lingering longer, until I take his whole length deep into my mouth.

      His hips kick forward as if on instinct. “I’m sorry. I—fuck—I can’t—oh…” His words dissolve into a groan. “Don’t stop.”

      Never.

      Is this what love does? Turns powerful, capable men into putty in the hands of his lover? A thrill goes through me.

      I take my time. Learn every spot that makes him moan. He fists my hair but makes no attempt to control the movement, depth, or pressure. He doesn’t take his eyes off the seal of my mouth while he showers me with whispered praise.

      “I need inside you,” he says.

      I don’t relent.

      A growl rumbles in his chest. “Please.” His fist in my hair tightens but not enough to hurt. “I want to make love to you properly.”

      I’d be an idiot to deny him that.

      I release my hold on him. High on lust and desire, I hardly see him move as he drops to his knees between my feet. He grips my ass and yanks me forward, bringing me to his mouth. I fall back onto the bed. My mind spins with pleasure as he greedily feasts on my body. My hips rock in time with his tongue. His fingers are sure to leave bruises on my ass, but I’m beyond caring. All I reach for, my only concern, is hitting the summit that he manages to bring me just shy of.

      I moan his name in a desperate plea. The ache to come is soul deep. And I’m close… so… close…

      The sliding of his bedside table drawer is a distant distraction. I nearly cry when I lose his mouth, but the loss is short-lived when he crawls over me and scoots me up the bed.

      “I love you, Lillian.” He kisses me, and I taste myself on his tongue. “I love you so fucking much.” He kisses me again, this time deeply, slowly. If love could be communicated in a kiss, it would be this one.

      He moves his hips in a slow, deliberate motion that brings the hardest part of him close. I tilt my hips and open my legs wider, and he sinks all the way inside. We swallow each other’s moans of relief at finally being connected. His mouth never leaves mine. We kiss and move together like a well-practiced symphony. He digs into the bed, bracing himself while his powerful muscles direct the motion. With the depth and with every angle, he leaves nothing left unexplored as he loves me. I run my hands down his back and grip his ass while it flexes with every forward thrust. My God, he is perfection in the flesh. From his soft skin to his strong form and his scent, I can’t help but lick and suck at his throat. The chemistry between us is elemental, animalistic. No one has ever made me feel so raw.

      So exposed. Or so free.

      With him, I don’t feel like I need to be ashamed of my quirky personality or hide my flaws. Because he doesn’t look at me and see my shortcomings. He sees uncommon and exceptional. Not broken, but brilliant.

      And he loves me.

      It’s on that thought that my body reaches a threshold. “Hudson,” I say, desperately clinging to him, urging him on. Deeper. Harder. More. “Please.”

      “I’m right here with you.” He slams his hips forward.

      “Yes.” I wrap my legs around his hips.

      “Fuck yeah.” His pace quickens, his thrusts near violent.

      My nails dig into his skin, spurring him on. Encouraging him to bring us both to climax together. Our skin is damp, our kiss uncoordinated, and he pins me to the bed with strokes that hit spots I wasn’t aware I had.

      My mouth forms the words my soul screams. “I love you.” The orgasm rips through me like a thousand fluttering wings. Pulsing. Devastating. Flung into weightlessness, I cry out his name.

      “Fuck.” He curses into my neck, sucks at the tender skin, and pistons his hips before he snaps. His spine goes rigid. He buries himself deep and roars into my throat while his hard-on kicks inside me.

      The movement. His words. The slick sensitivity between my legs sends a second release barreling through me. “Oh, my Go—” I’m robbed of breath when Hudson’s mouth molds to mine. Tongue lashing, teeth biting, he swallows every guttural groan.

      I’m floating. Spent. Boneless, I float from somewhere in the clouds back to Hudson’s bed. His arms. He rolls off me and pulls me against his chest. We’re breathing hard, riding the high, and I feel our hearts beat in unison.

      Neither of us speaks. Not because we’re at a loss for words or feel awkward about what to say next. But because there’s really nothing to say that our bodies didn’t communicate physically. I lie in his arms, feeling a wholeness I’ve never felt before.

      He runs his fingers lazily through my hair, and I feel the occasional press of his lips to my head. “It doesn’t count, you know,” he says with a content smile in his voice. “Saying I love you, mid-orgasm.”

      I smile into his pec. “It wasn’t mid-orgasm. It was pre-orgasm.”

      “Same rules apply.”

      I put my chin on his chest and look up at him. My God, he is stunning. His hair is a mess thanks to me running my hands through it, his cheeks are flushed from exertion, and his lips are swollen from my kiss. “And who makes these rules you speak of?”

      He pushes my hair back from my face, and his eyes follow the path of his fingers before they come back to mine. “I do.”

      “Hmm.” I chew my lip to keep from smiling. “How about post-orgasm? Do the words count then?”

      “Depends.” His eyes darken. “Do you mean them?”

      I straddle his waist, push his hands above his head, and hold them there. He could easily pull his arms free, but he allows me to cage him. My hair hangs like a veil around us, creating a sense of privacy. My nipples brush against his chest, making us both suck in a breath. I hold his gaze. “I love you, Hudson. I think I’ve loved you for a while. Not because you tried to save me or because you’re a really good cook. And not because you’re a North. Actually, that last one is why I told myself I couldn’t love you.”

      He tries to kiss me, but I pull back out of reach. He growls, and a glint in his eye warns that the second I let him go, he’s coming after me.

      “I love you because you’re the only person who has ever accepted me for exactly who I am. Loved me exactly where I’m at. I love you because you use your pain as a motivator to help people rather than an excuse to hurt them. I love you because when you look at me, you make me believe that I am the woman you see. That I’m not someone who needs to hide or cover up, that I’m not flawed, but that I’m exceptional.”

      His hands flex in my hold. “Can I please touch you now?”

      “Depends.” I throw his own words back at him. “Do you believe me? That I love you.”

      “Yes. Which is why I need my hands so I can kiss the fuck out of you already.”

      “Fine—whoa!” I’m on my back, and Hudson’s mouth crashes down on mine in a brutal and beautiful kiss.

      “I’m going to marry you, Lillian,” he says against my lips.

      My heart leaps in my chest. “Is that a proposal?”

      “Not yet.” He kisses me again. “Just making my intentions clear.”

      “Do you also intend to feed me anytime soon? I’m so hungry.”

      He looks down my body, purses his lips, and nods. “Okay. But we’re ordering pizza. I’m not leaving this bed while you’re in it.”

      “Deal.”

      

  




Hudson

      I’ve always heard that love changes a person. I assumed that change happened in profound ways. Soul-deep ways. I can’t say I’ve felt that shift yet. I feel just as much me as I did before, but a whole fuck of a lot happier. One thing I will say has changed is that I never would have eaten a meal in my bed before Lillian. I wouldn’t even consider bringing food into my bedroom. And yet, here I am, sitting with my back to the headboard, my legs outstretched and crossed at the ankle, and a huge slice of pepperoni pizza in my hands. Lillian wasn’t the one who suggested we have a bed picnic. She actually wanted to eat in the kitchen. I’m the one who begged to keep our meal in the sheets. First, because if we went into the kitchen, she’d insist on getting dressed. Second, naked in bed, we’re closer to making love again, which is exactly what I plan on doing as soon as we’re finished eating.

      Yeah, love changes a person. Down to the tiniest, insignificant details.

      “Now that you’ve eaten, I have a favor to ask.” I rip off a paper towel and wipe pizza grease from my fingers.

      “Oh, sure, ply me with your body and complex carbs before you ask a favor.” She plucks a string of cheese from her slice and pops it into her mouth. “You really are an excellent salesman.”

      I try not to get distracted by the sheet that has slipped down her chest to expose one full breast and dusty pink nipple. “I need you to come to North Industries with me tomorrow. Just for an hour.”

      “What for?”

      I take a bite and chew, taking a second to think through how much I should tell her beforehand. “Do you trust me?”

      Her solid gaze holds mine before she nods. “Yes. Unequivocally.”

      “So, you’ll do it?”

      She sets down her pizza and takes a sip of water. “Are you sure you want me there? I can’t guarantee that I won’t blurt something impulsively and embarrass you.”

      “I could never be embarrassed by you.”

      “That sounds like a challenge.”

      “Try me.”

      She sets aside her pizza and kicks off the sheets. My eyes nearly fall out of my head when she stands, fully naked and unashamed, in the bright light of my bedroom. Her blond hair falls in waves against her back, and her perfect round ass sways as she walks to the floor-to-ceiling window. With the lights on, anyone looking in this direction from another building would see her clearly. She stretches out her arms and presses, full-frontal, to the glass.

      I lunge for her. Snag her around the waist and tackle her to the ground. I cushion our fall with my body, loving the feel of her soft curves on top of me.

      Her squeal of surprise turns into laughter. “I thought you said I could never embarrass you?”

      My hands glide up over her hips, around to her ass, and up her back. I can’t get enough of touching her. “Oh, I’m not embarrassed.” I flex my hips, pressing my hard-on against all that soft skin, a brutal tease. “I’m turned on.” I turn to the window and lift my chin. “You want to give them a show? Let’s give them a show.”

      Her kiss is hot, wet, and hungry. As if the idea of being watched from a distance by total strangers is a turn-on. Lillian. Who knew she’d have a sexy little exhibitionist inside? Makes me wonder what other discoveries I’ll make. What kinds of things we’ll discover together.

      For as long as we both shall live.

    

  







            TWENTY-FIVE

          

        

      

    

    




      Lillian

      “I take it back. I don’t trust you.” Walking through the doors of North Industries, I’m hit with an all-too-familiar feeling of panic. The tension in my shoulders sets in immediately, while the whisper in my head that says I’m not smart enough and don’t belong here gets louder with every step.

      Hudson carries himself as if he owns Manhattan. Dressed in a charcoal brown power suit that brings out the piercing determination in his hazel eyes, his shoulders are back and his chin high, and he walks with purpose, with me trying not to cling to his side.

      “Nothing can hurt you, Lily. Not anymore.” He kisses the inside of my wrist, then tucks my hand protectively into the crook of his arm. “Especially not me.” His hand rests on top of mine, either for comfort or because he’s afraid I might try to run away.

      I avoid watchful eyes as we pass through the lobby. Hudson gives a quick but friendly nod to those who wish him a good morning. I breathe a sigh of relief when we get on the elevator.

      Three guys in suits join us in the carriage. They lift their chins to Hudson, then give us their backs. I curl closer to him.

      He grins down at me. “I’ve been thinking.”

      “Oh yeah?”

      “We should get a place together.”

      I inhale so fast that I choke.

      He chuckles low and sexy. “Too much?”

      “I—” I beat my chest, trying to clear the tickle. “Um… I don’t know what to say.”

      The men in front of us catch each other’s eyes.

      “Say yes.”

      The elevator stops, and the three men get off, leaving us alone, thank God.

      I whirl on Hudson. “Are you serious?”

      His brows lower. “Do I not sound serious?”

      “You want to leave your condo and find a new place to live. With me.”

      “Hmm.” He frowns. “Seems I wasn’t clear enough last night with the whole love you forever thing.”

      “No, you were, but…” The elevator pings at the executive level. My stomach drops.

      “But…?” He puts my hand back into the crook of his arm and leads me down the hallway.

      Assistants look up from their desks as we pass, and their eyes widen when they see me tangled up in Hudson’s arm.

      “Lily, baby…” he says softly. “But what?”

      I focus on the sound of our feet clicking against the marble floor. “What’s wrong with your place?”

      “It’s not ours.”

      My God, how the man can make me melt in three tiny words. His condo must be worth multiple millions, and he’d give it up for me. No, for us. To give me something that’s ours.

      I lean my head against his bicep. “Okay, but only if we go in fifty-fifty. That’ll limit our search to the Bronx.”

      Another chuckle. “We’ll negotiate the details later.”

      I expect him to take a right, which would lead down a hallway and to his office, so I stumble a bit when he hangs a hard left. I nearly lose my footing completely when, at the end of the hallway, I see Hayes and Alexander, looking as growly and impatient as I’ve ever seen them.

      “Don’t worry,” Hudson says soothingly. “Please trust me.”

      “I do,” I squeak. “It’s them I’m not sure about.” Alexander has always been nice enough, but he always looks like he’s half pissed about something.

      “Well, you got us here,” Hayes barks. “What’s this all about? Some of us actually have work to do.”

      “Where’s August?” Hudson asks while his hand slides protectively around my lower back.

      “He’s in his office.” Hayes’ glare sends my chin to my chest. “We were waiting for you. I didn’t realize you’d be bringing a plus-one.”

      Alexander doesn’t smile, but he greets me with a polite, “Good morning, Ms. Lillian.” He opens the door to August’s office. “Ladies first.”

      “Like hell, I’m going in first.” I dig my heels in.

      Hayes makes a frustrated sound and pushes past us. The corner of Alexander’s lip twitches.

      August is in the middle of giving Hayes shit about how time is money or some other BS when he catches me in the doorway. His lips slam shut, and his gaze narrows. “Ms. Gillingham, isn’t this a surprise.” He shifts his gaze to Hudson. “Is it bring a traitor to work day?”

      My knees practically buckle under his insult.

      Alexander opens his mouth, but Hudson beats his brother to it. “I’m grateful you brought that up.” Hudson pulls out a chair for me to sit in but stays close enough that his leg touches mine. “You’ll never believe who I ran into in the lobby the other day.”

      August’s jaw clenches. “I don’t have time for guessing games—”

      “Bodaway Chatto.”

      The air in the room turns solid. August’s expression is blank, while Hayes and Alexander look as if they just learned what minimum wage is.

      “Interesting,” Hudson continues with a new tension in his tone. “The day you sent me to a meeting across town, you conveniently held a meeting with Mr. Chatto about some new venture you two are working on.”

      “What the fuck,” Alexander mumbles. “I don’t know anything about this.”

      Hayes looks like he’s having a major loyalty crisis as his face pales and his gaze darts between August and his twin.

      “No, you don’t,” Hudson answers his older brother. “And I’d bet Hayes doesn’t either. Something you’re ready to share with us, August? And before you spin some ridiculous lie, you should know I returned from a visit with Chatto last night.”

      “Dammit, August.” This is from Hayes. “What did you do?”

      “Have you all forgotten who owns this company?” August rocks back in his chair with arrogance and superiority. “I can do whatever the hell I want.”

      Hudson sucks air through his teeth. “You can’t steal someone else’s ideas.”

      And that’s the moment three pairs of hazel eyes all zero in on me.

      “What?” I look between the three brothers, noting the apologetic eyes and the tempered caution. “You mean… hold on, are you saying Bodaway is moving forward with my idea?” An extreme wave of pride and excitement surges inside me, causing me to cackle. I grasp Hudson’s hand. “Is that what you’re saying?”

      The stone-cold determination in his eyes melts into pride and love. So much love.

      “He liked my idea? He’s building it?”

      “He loved your idea,” Hudson says before turning cold eyes back to August. “Which is why August swooped in and took over the contract, volunteered himself as a partner, and gave zero credit or compensation to the originator of the idea.”

      “That’s illegal.” Alexander looks like he’s about to flip a desk.

      “She could sue you,” Hayes barks. “She could sue the company.”

      “Please,” August scoffs. “She doesn’t have the resources to sue a company like North Industries.”

      “Pay her,” Hudson says. “Make her consultant on the project and pay her what she’s earned.”

      August rocks forward as if he’s about to deliver a fatal blow.

      “Think long and hard about your next move, August.” Hudson is the picture of silent rage as his body practically vibrates, but he maintains control. “I’ll give you one chance to make this right. If you don’t, we go to fucking war.”

      

  




Hudson

      Without a lifetime of training on how to control my temper, I would not be able to keep myself from launching across August’s desk and slapping that mocking smile off his face. Did I expect him to fall down at Lillian’s feet and beg forgiveness? Of course not. But from the evil glint in his eye to his king-of-the-universe posture, he’s nowhere near feeling regret.

      “I’m the engineer working with It’oh,” Alexander growls. “Why wasn’t I notified?”

      For the first time, I see a flicker of emotion in August. Alexander is his cash cow. If not for him, North Industries wouldn’t stand out from any other engineering firm, and there are a lot of them out there. The one person August does not want to upset is Alex.

      “I was going to bring you in once the details of the contract were worked out,” August says smoothly.

      Alexander frowns. “That doesn’t make any sense.”

      “No, it doesn’t,” I agree. “Because it’s bullshit. Bodaway told me everything. I read the contract.”

      “The fuck,” Hayes mutters and takes the nearest seat, his head in his hands.

      “Pay Lillian what you owe her, or I will spare no expense to expose North Industries—”

      “Hold on.” Lillian stands, and there’s not a wobble in her step. Not a waver as she draws closer to August. “I don’t want any trouble with North Industries.”

      He scowls at her. “That’s the smartest thing I’ve ever heard you say.”

      A bit of my control cracks. I take a step toward August. Lillian’s grip on my hand holds me back.

      “Says the guy who stole my idea.” She laughs, and Alexander grunts in agreement.

      I make a move toward August again, but she shakes her head. Her smile is easy, with not a hint of pain in her expression.

      She directs her attention back to August. “I don’t want your money either.”

      “Lillian.”

      “I’m serious, Hudson. This might sound crazy to you guys, but the fact that Bodaway liked my idea enough to move forward with it, and then that the all-powerful,” she rolls her eyes, “August North saw my idea as a smart investment opportunity.” She laughs in a way that makes me think she’s surprised to hear that string of words come from her mouth. “No amount of money could bring me more satisfaction than that.” She chews her lip. “Well, maybe one thing.” Her gaze zeroes in on August. “Every single time you cash a revenue check from this partnership with It’oh, every time you pull out that black AmEx or pay for a lavish vacation. Everything you spend money on that brings you joy, from here on out, you’ll think of me.”

      He snorts.

      “You’ll have to face the reality that some small portion of your fortune is because you stole an idea from a stupid, overpaid,” she moves her attention to Hayes, “waste of oxygen. That alone is worth more than all the money in the world.”

      I want to wrap her up and protect her, save her from the brutal verbal attack I sense coming. But she doesn’t need me to save her. She’s pretty fucking good at saving herself.

      August opens his mouth. “If you think I care—”

      “Stop.” She holds her palm up. “I don’t have to listen to your voice anymore. I don’t work for you.” She looks up at me, and the pride I see in her eyes makes me love her more. Something I wouldn’t have thought possible. “Can we go? I’m starving, and I should really get to work.”

      I offer her my elbow. “Absolutely, baby.”

      She tucks her hand into my arm, and we turn to leave.

      “Coward,” August mumbles under his breath.

      Lillian slams to a halt. She peers over her shoulder at the old man. “Don’t piss me off. Or I might wake up in the morning and change my mind.”

      “Hayes,” August says. “Draw up an NDA and have Ms. Gillingham—”

      “I won’t sign it.” She sighs exaggeratedly for all to hear. “You can’t control me, Mr. North. That’s gotta sting.”

      “Gillingham,” Hayes stands and approaches her with caution. “As North Industries attorney, I have to advise—”

      “Fuck off, Hades.”

      Alexander laughs openly and loudly, and I follow suit. I aim a look at Hayes that warns him to keep his mouth shut, and whatever he sees in my expression has him nodding. And if I’m not mistaken, I think he almost smiled.

      “Let’s hit a bakery on our way out,” Lillian says.

      “Whatever you want, love.” I kiss her sweetly on the lips, hoping to communicate how proud I am of her strength and how much I love her.

      “Oh, and by the way. Hudson wants to marry me.” She throws August a vicious middle finger. “How’d you like that, bitch?”

      August shouts threats at our backs as we walk out the door. Hayes tells the old man to shut the fuck up in that brotherly way which makes me think Lillian’s earned his loyalty.

      North blood runs thick, and we let August believe he’s at the center. But when it comes down to true family loyalty, it’s brotherhood first. Always.

      “That. Was. Awesome!” Her excited squeal echoes off the walls around us. “I don’t know why you wouldn’t tell me sooner, but I don’t even care.” She squeezes my bicep.

      “I knew if I told you, you’d take the night to overthink it or freak yourself out or be too nervous to respond honestly. I really needed to know how you felt.”

      “You know me so well.”

      We step onto the elevator. “I’m learning.”

      “I told Hayes to fuck off.” She slumps against the elevator wall. “That felt so good. Did you see his face?” She laughs hard.

      “You sure you’re okay with all this? You’re walking away from a hardy paycheck.”

      “Hmm… How hardy?”

      “For the idea alone, I’m thinking five hundred.”

      She waves me off. “Oh, that’s nothing—”

      “Thousand. Five hundred thousand. And we could negotiate you being a consultant on the project. Then we’re talking a million-plus.”

      Her face pales. “That’s a lot.”

      “You could always change your mind.”

      The color returns to her face. “Yeah, I could.” The elevator doors open into the lobby. “To think little ole me could have something hanging over August North.”

      “You like the sound of that, huh?”

      “I really do.”

      “Did you mean what you said? About becoming a North?” My chest swells with hope.

      She shrugs, but the corner of her mouth tilts up. “You could always take my last name. Hudson Gillingham has a nice ring to it.”

      I kiss her head, smiling. “Whatever you want, baby.”
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      Lillian

      I grip Hudson’s hand nervously as we stand outside the private dining room at Jordan’s on the River. If there’s one thing I’ve learned about Hudson over the last three months, it’s that he loves to celebrate my victories.

      “You didn’t have to do this.” I check my cleavage in the vintage slip dress I got at a boutique Kingston told me about. If Hayes is the standard for the worst, most miserable boss ever, Kingston is the complete opposite, as impromptu shopping sprees have become weekly events.

      Hudson lightly kisses my cheek as if not wanting to mess up my makeup. “I can’t think of anything I’d rather do.” He smirks and presses his lips to my ear. “Okay, I can think of a few things I’d rather do, but I’ll get to those later.”

      My face heats as if we’d been dating for weeks, not months.

      “You ready?”

      I fidget, shake out my free hand, and nod. “Ready.”

      Hudson pushes open the door to a room full of people. Friends, co-workers, and even Aaron all shout my name and cheer when I walk in. Hudson stays close while I’m engulfed in hugs and handshakes.

      Gabriella and Jordan smother me with hugs.

      “Oh, this is for you.” Gabriella places a flamboyant neon pink crown, complete with feathers and sequins, onto my head.

      “So hot,” Jordan says and hands me a glass of champagne.

      I adjust my royal headwear. “What do you think?”

      Hudson quirks a brow. “Looks good on you.”

      “You guys really didn’t have to do all this,” I say to the women who orchestrated this party.

      “Are you kidding?” Gabriella grabs me by the shoulders and gives me a gentle shake. “You landed the FKY deal.”

      Kingston snakes a hand around Gabriella from behind and pulls her back against him. “Don’t manhandle the talent, Bee. We need her in one piece for the chain of boutique hotels we’ll be decorating over the next couple of years.” He holds up his free hand for a high-five.

      I slap his palm. “I wish I could say I went into that meeting with a plan.”

      “Screw plans.” He holds up his drink in an air-toast. “You really shine when you raw-dog it.”

      Hudson frowns. “I don’t think that means what you think it does.”

      Kingston shrugs. “Okay, old man.” He rolls his eyes. “Like he knows anything.”

      Jordan and Gabriella laugh silently.

      “I wouldn’t even be here if it weren’t for you giving me a chance.” I lean into Hudson when he slides his arm over my shoulders.

      “We’re lucky to have you. Look at all these people here to celebrate your brain,” Kingston says as he motions to the people in the room.

      Ellie waves at me from the bar where she sits next to Hayes, who’s scowling at Todd’s tattooed head.

      Angelica is chatting with Alexander, who doesn’t seem to be paying attention, not that she cares. And my brother looks as if he’s trying to charm the socks off our bookkeeper, Reina.

      “Wait until you see what we’ve added to the specials tonight, just for you.” Jordan shares a look with Hudson.

      “What?” I look between the two of them. “Is it cheeseburgers?”

      “Nope,” Jordan says proudly. “It’s a delicacy.”

      My stomach twists on itself. “Maybe I don’t want to know.”

      She’s already nodding. “Rocky. Mountain. Oysters. Hudson said you’ve always wanted to try them.”

      “Did he?” I glare at Hudson. “I’ll eat one if you do.”

      “No, this is your night,” he says smugly. “It’s all you can eat.”

      “How generous of you.” I shrug. “Never thought you’d want any testicles inside my mouth that aren’t yours.”

      Gabriella barks out a laugh.

      “But hey.” I sip my champagne. “Who knows. Maybe I’ll give them a try and enjoy them. Maybe I’ll start sampling all sorts of testicles. Become like a testie-taster. A scrotum sampler of sorts. A real guru of gonads—”

      Hudson bursts out laughing and pulls me against his chest. “Okay, okay, I get it. No balls for you.” He kisses the top of my head, his chest still rumbling with laughter.

      Carina and her pilot boyfriend join us, and Hudson’s associate Patrick and his wife show up fifteen minutes late. They got a babysitter for this rare date night out, and after one drink each, they look a lot more relaxed.

      After a forty-five-minute cocktail hour, we sit around the long table. I think back to Gabriella’s birthday party at Bee Inspired and how I remember feeling envious of what Kingston and Gabriella had. Hard to believe that just a few short months later, I’d get everything I ever wanted. I have a great job that I’m good at, an incredible man I am in love with, and, for the first time in my whole life, I can say that I’m finally proud of who I am.

      The waiters bring out the first course. A small plate of sliced, delicately breaded and fried testicles. I shake my head and push my plate to Hudson, who’s looking across the table. The horrified expression on his face has me following his gaze.

      Directly across from us, Hayes takes a big bite of testicle. Ellie quietly asks, “Is it good?”

      “Friend oysters?” He takes another mouthful. “You’ve never had them?”

      Her eyes widen. “Hayes, they’re not oysters.”

      “Oh, my gosh,” I whisper, trying hard not to laugh but incapable of looking anywhere else but at Hayes. I don’t want to miss his face when he realizes…

      “The waiter just said they were,” he says in his king-of-the-universe tone. He takes another bite.

      Hudson chuckles at my side. “You want mine?” He pushes his plate toward his twin.

      Just then, Hayes notices the expressions on the faces around him. He freezes mid-chew, a wad of chewed-up meat clearly visible in his cheek. His spine stiffens. He sits back slowly and drops his fork to his plate with a clang. “What am I eating?” he says around the food in his mouth.

      Hudson clears the laughter from his throat. “Rocky Mountain—”

      “Bull balls,” I blurt. “You’re eating testicles.”

      Hayes’ face pales. As discreetly as he can, he empties what’s left in his mouth into his napkin.

      I try not to laugh too hard when he gags a little.

      “You did this,” he says to me. “This is payback, isn’t it?”

      “As gratifying as it is watching you chow on sperm sacks, I can’t take the credit. Your brother did it.”

      “Don’t look so upset,” Hudson says lightly. “These are a delicacy.” He nods down the table, where roughly every other person is eating their light appetizer with vigor. “They’re supposed to be delicious.”

      “They are, but… fuck.” Hayes grabs his water and drains the glass. “You could’ve warned me.”

      Ellie comforts him with a hand on his forearm. “How have you never heard of Rocky Mountain Oysters?”

      “I don’t know, maybe because we don’t have fucking buffalo roaming Wall Street.”

      We all get a good laugh, and after one more glass of water and a double scotch, he seems to mellow out.

      The rest of the night is perfect. The food is fantastic and the company even better.

      I look around the space and take in the smiles and the laughter. Hudson’s hand stays firmly on my thigh, squeezing every so often as if to reassure himself I’m still here. That this is real. That it’s possible for two people to create a life together surrounded by the family they get to choose.

      I realize then that being a North has nothing to do with your bloodline. Being a North is whatever we make it to be.

      

  




Hudson

      The party ended an hour ago and the only people left are me, my three brothers, and our partners. We’re enjoying one last drink at the small bar while Jordan, Gabriella, Lillian, and Ellie sit at the end of the table drinking champagne and laughing loud enough to give away their blood alcohol content. Lillian leans back in her chair and dabs at her eyes with a napkin while silent laughter still shakes her shoulders. Joy has never looked more beauti—

      “If you’re going to stare at her at least wipe that stupid look off your face.” Hayes scrunches up his nose. “How you managed to get her to fall for that face is a mystery.”

      “We have the same face, idiot.” I realize I probably did resemble a puppy dog staring dreamily at steak.

      “No.” He shakes his head. He motions to my mug with his snifter glass sloshing around two fingers worth of cognac. “I would never make that face. Not if I planned on having sex ever again.”

      Kingston pulls his eyes from Gabriella. “I thought we decided not to take relationship advice from the only one of us who hasn’t actually been in a relationship in…how long?”

      Alexander grunts his agreement.

      “I know all about relationships. What do you think Ellie and I have—”

      I snort. Loud. Then clear my throat and mumble an apology.

      “Listen,” Hayes says. “Just because I pay for her companionship doesn’t mean there aren’t relationship dynamics involved. We argue, compromise, make up,” he ticks each thing off on a finger.

      Kingston shakes his head. “Doesn’t count if you’re paying—”

      “Shut up.” Hayes seems disappointed in his weak comeback.

      “You think you’ll marry her?” Kingston asks.

      I whip my head around to see Hayes’ response and realize everyone is looking at me, not at my twin. “Absolutely. If she still loves me after we’ve lived together. I want to make sure she knows what she’s getting into.”

      “You mean, what family she’s getting into.” Kingston nods knowingly.

      “Smart.” Alex sips his bubbly water.

      Hayes stays suspiciously silent.

      “You know, Lillian asked a question a while back that I still can’t answer. She asked if I didn’t work for North Industries, what would I be doing.” I shake my head. “I can’t remember being interested in anything—”

      “Fireman.” Alexander’s blank stare doesn’t waver.

      “Huh?”

      “You always wanted to be a fireman,” he says. “Leslie got you a firetruck for your birthday and August took it away the next day because he said firefighting is for men without options, and you have options.”

      I recoil at the words that sound vaguely familiar. A memory I probably blocked out, but the scar left behind aches.

      “That’s right,” Hayes says as if he just had the same recollection. “You were obsessed with firetrucks.”

      “And rescuing things.” Alexander scratches his jaw casually. “Like the time you found the rat that had eaten poisoned bait and you insisted you could save it.”

      “Or the puppy someone threw in a dumpster,” Hayes adds. “August wouldn’t let you bring it in the building, so you stayed outside with it until he dragged you in crying after midnight.”

      “I was always fighting with August over stuff like that.” How could I forget? Martin Patrick dared me to swallow his sisters goldfish alive in the sixth grade. Figuring the fish wasn’t safe with him, I kidnapped it and hid it under my bed for months. I fed it caviar, the only thing we had in the kitchen that seemed to make sense. The maid found it and tattled on me. My mother told me she took it to a pet store, but I know August probably flushed it. “I can’t believe I forgot about all that.”

      “You would’ve made a great fireman,” Kingston says without a hint of humor in his voice.

      “Maybe.” Guess I’ll never know.

      I have no regrets in the path I was put on, after all, if I hadn’t been working at North, I never would’ve met Lillian.

      “I’m not like you,” Hayes says.

      We all share a look as if to say no shit, because none of us are anything like Hayes, save for his and my matching DNA, but… details.

      “I’ve only ever wanted to work for North Industries.”

      Kingston gives him a lazy grin while Alexander looks at him as if he just admitted that he wants to become a chicken farmer.

      Hayes’ eyes dart between us. “What?”

      Kingston chuckles. “You wanted to play for the NHL.”

      Alex nods his agreement.

      “No.” Hayes shifts uncomfortably and roughly clears his throat. “That was a backup plan.”

      “Umm,” Kingston tilts his head. “You’re saying the family business was your first choice, but a career playing the sport you lived and breathed was a backup plan?” His eyes narrow. “Do we look stupid?”

      “You got a tattoo—“

      “Don’t remind me.”

      “You had a scholarship to Harvard—”

      His glare turns molten. “Well, it didn’t work out, okay? When the time came, the scouts weren’t interested.”

      “August.” Alexander’s single word reverberates through the space even though he didn’t say it particularly loud. “What?” His eyes narrow. “You didn’t know?”

      “Know what?” Hayes’ jaw pulses.

      “August kept scouts away. I don’t know how. My guess is donations.” His expression hardens. “I thought you knew that.”

      “How would he know that?” I ask on behalf of my speechless twin.

      “He was the captain of an undefeated, D1 team. At Harvard.” Alex shrugs. “Why wouldn’t the scouts want him?”

      “Shit, Hayes…” Kingston’s expression is etched in pain for his brother. “I’m sorry. That’s fucked up.”

      August. Our father’s name is a growl in my skull.

      There are only two times I’ve felt truly sorry for Hayes, and this is the second. His face pales, and he looks as if someone kicked him in the stomach.

      “What’s done is done,” he says and downs what’s left in his glass as if it were water rather than a forty-year-old French cognac. He sets down his glass and tugs at the collar of his shirt. “It’s late. Ellie!”

      His date sets down her champagne glass. “I’m not a dog!” she yells back at him.

      Lillian stands to give Ellie a hug and sways a little.

      “I think it’s best we call it a night as well.” I set down my glass and see Kingston and Alexander have already done the same.

      Gabriella and Jordan are blurting ABBA’s song Dancing Queen while Ellie and Lillian join in, all of them dancing on unsteady feet. I’m not an expert on the song but I’m pretty sure they’re botching the lyrics, unless there’s a loofah king in the song.

      “Alright, dancing queens.” I take Lillian’s hand and spin her around once before pulling her to my chest.

      She falls against me giggling. “Take me to bed.”

      I wrap my arm tightly around her waist to keep her upright. “I plan to. I just hope I get you home before you pass out or I’m going to have to carry you.”

      “Nah,” she says and runs a hand up the lapel of my coat to sift her fingers in the back of my hair. “I mean take me to bed.” She wiggles her eyebrows.

      I kiss her softly and chuckle against her mouth. “Baby, you’re hammered.”

      “So?” She reels back. “It’ll be fun.”

      I have no intention of making love to Lillian while she’s plastered. “I tell you what. If you’re awake when we get home—”

      “I will be!” She grabs her purse and says one last goodbye over her shoulder.

      “We’ll see,” I say mostly to myself because she’s back to singing at the top of her lungs.

      With her head on my shoulder, Lillian falls asleep five minutes away from home. I woke her up and helped her to bed, then held her against my chest while she slept.

      And with every breath she took, I thanked God, the universe, and maybe even August, that I didn’t become a fireman.
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      Lillian

      My feet are killing me.

      Our realtor showed us eight properties today. We walked, drove, and then walked some more. July isn’t exactly picnic weather. By the end of the day, I need a shower, my legs are sore, and my head is spinning with all we’ve seen.

      “I think the brownstone in Greenwich Village would be perfect.” Hudson’s hand is wrapped around mine as we walk toward his building after a much-needed meal. “The fireplace in the bedroom, huge gourmet kitchen for us to cook—”

      I give him a look.

      “Okay, for me to cook. With the garden in the back, we could get a small dog.” He kisses my temple. “You’d like that, wouldn’t you?”

      I nod.

      He stops and turns me to face him. “Lily, honey. You were quiet at dinner. Talk to me. What’s going on?”

      I can see in his expression that he’s worried. He’s been wanting to get a home together for months now, and I’ve been stalling to pull the trigger. Not because I don’t want us to start our lives together. I do. I practically live with him already. I’ve stalled because I’m still paying half the rent at my old studio to help my brother out. What can I say? He’s my brother. Aaron isn’t the only reason I hesitate. My plan to go be an equal member in all aspects of our relationship has been harder than I thought when it comes to the money side of things. Turns out, Hudson’s a billionaire. Okay, so I don’t know his exact worth, but it’s safe to say that money is not and never will be an issue for him. I learned early on in our home search that I would not be able to go in equally on a place to live. I came to terms with that. But today, the homes we’ve been looking at are between eight and twelve million dollars. Million. Hudson assures me that most of the money will come from the sale of his condo, as if that makes me feel any better.

      “You’re way richer than I thought.”

      The corner of his mouth quirks. I don’t have to censor myself around him. I can blurt the first thing that comes to mind and be as impulsive as I want, and he receives whatever I say with a playful attitude, which I love.

      “That upsets you?”

      I shrug one shoulder. “I don’t think I’m going to be able to help out with our new house as much as I wanted.”

      “You fight so hard against me taking care of you. What do you think would happen if you’d just let me?”

      I’m not entirely sure.

      “Is it the loss of control you worry about? Me taking advantage of you in some way? Having power because I have money?”

      My stomach sinks a little. “No. But now that you mention it…”

      He chuckles and pulls me to his chest. He presses his lips to the top of my head, where he speaks sweetly. “Lillian, I am your servant. Don’t you see that? Let me love you with all that I am and all that I have. That’s the only thing I want to do.” He pulls back to see my eyes. “We’re starting a life together. I’ll pitch in more on the financial side, but what you contribute, what you give me, give us, is worth more than any dollar amount. Don’t you see that?”

      “Not really.”

      He kisses me. “You will. I’ll make sure of it. I want this house to be a place we can call home together. I’m not going to say anything else about what we looked at today. You pick. That’ll be your contribution.”

      I roll my eyes. “No pressure.”

      He reclaims my hand, and we continue down the sidewalk. “Do you regret not fighting for the It’oh project money?”

      “On days like today, I do a little. But mostly, no. That money would’ve felt dirty to me anyway.”

      It’oh, in partnership with the Blackfeet tribe, is breaking ground on the resort in Montana. I still can’t believe some little idea I ran with after a couple of glasses of wine at a party is going to end up a vacation getaway and educational opportunity for people around the world.

      “I would like to go once it’s finished.”

      Hudson throws his arm over my shoulder. “I’ll make it happen.”

      We push inside the lobby of the high rise. I’m feeling a little better about things, and I hope one day the disparaging difference in our bank account balances won’t make me feel so edgy.

      “Mr. North!” A woman shouts from across the lobby.

      The urgent, confident tone in her voice calls us both up short. When I get a better look at her, I can’t guess her age, but she looks to be caught somewhere between womanhood and childhood. Her skimpy shorts and halter top say woman, but the fullness of her face and vibrance in her eyes say she hasn’t seen the world through a woman’s eyes yet.

      She saunters up to us with a glare that would send most men running in the opposite direction, no matter her age. “I’ve been looking for you,” she says directly to Hudson.

      I look between the two, wondering about their connection. How would Hudson know a teenage girl?

      My gaze snags on Hudson’s expression because of the way his eyes widen and his lips fall open. He recognizes this girl.

      “H-hey—” he stutters.

      The girl smirks and whirls a hateful glare toward me. I reel back a bit at the anger in her pale, hazel eyes. “Who the fuck are you?”

      “Excuse me?” This little asshole. “Who the heck are you?”

      She aims a wicked grin at Hudson. “Is this your wife? Girlfriend? Funny you didn’t tell your girlfriend about me.” She cocks her hip and flips her long dark hair in my face. “I’m Haven,” she says. “I’m his daughter.”

      

  




Hudson

      I always thought that when the whole world came crashing down around me, I’d feel it. Pain or terror, some sort of violent emotion that would spur me into action. Turns out that the only thing I feel is numb. And the sound of my world turning to ashes around me isn’t breaking glass and crumbling concrete. All I hear is my raging pulse.

      “Haven.” I say her name, and it’s the first time I’ve said her name. Ever. “I’m not your—”

      “Oh, please.” She rolls her eyes, but I can see the tears she’s fighting back. “Can we not do the whole denial thing?”

      “Mr. North, is everything okay here?” Paul, the building security guard eyes Haven suspiciously.

      “Everything’s okay, thank you.”

      Paul lingers nearby, keeping one eye on Haven. How long has she been here in the lobby waiting for me?

      “Can we finish this conversation upstairs, please?” I say quietly. The last thing I need is to air out the North dirty laundry among strangers.

      “What’s going on?” Lillian’s voice jerks my head around.

      Shit. “I’ll explain upstairs.”

      She takes a step back, and I see a flicker in her eyes that makes my stomach sink. It’s as if she’s seeing me for the first time. And she doesn’t like what she sees.

      I cup her cheeks and hold her gaze. “Do you trust me?”

      Panicked blue eyes flicker as if she’s filtering through our entire relationship. Eventually, the chaos fades into warm acceptance. “I trust you.”

      Thank God. I kiss her forehead.

      “Aww, aren’t you two adorable. Gag.” Haven grabs a backpack and slings it over her shoulder. “Are we going up or what? I have to pee.”

      My stomach flips over on itself. This cannot be happening. Not now. Not here. Not in front of Lillian.

      I hold Lillian’s hand tightly, hoping to convey a confidence I’m not really feeling.

      The three of us climb into the elevator, and Haven slumps back into a corner and glares at me.

      Lillian watches Haven with caution.

      “My mom has the most perfect nose. It’s like a tiny ski slope on her face.” Haven tilts her head and scowls. “I’ve always hated my nose. Now I see where I got it from.”

      Lillian’s body tenses at my side.

      The elevator dings and Haven pushes through the doors, leading the way even while she has no idea where to go.

      “On the left,” I say, motioning to my door.

      She pauses and waits for me to open it, then walks in ahead of us and drops her bag at the entryway. “Holy shit…” she breathes, her head tilted back as she takes in the high ceiling and windows. “You’re fucking loaded.”

      “Are you hungry? Want something to drink?”

      “Got any vodka?” She’s at the window, checking out the view.

      “Fresh out,” I say dryly.

      She turns around and faces me, her shoulders back, chin high, and an all-too-familiar smirk that promises insult. “Where’s my room, Dad? Oh, and we should probably agree on an allowance. I figure…” She pretends to count on her fingers and do mental math. “Seventeen years of child support, missed birthdays, Christmas—oh wait, or are you a Hanukkah guy?”

      “Haven—”

      “A thousand a week should do it.”

      Lillian looks up at me, and the pain in her expression cuts deep. She thinks Haven’s my daughter. Fuck.

      I join Haven in the living room. “Why don’t you have a seat—”

      “Why don’t you kiss my ass?”

      I sigh. Hard. “Haven, I’m sorry, but I’m not your dad.”

      “Bullshit,” she spits. “I saw the letter. The one you wrote my mom about—”

      “You’re confusing me with my brother. My identical twin.”

      Her eyebrows pinch together. “You’re lying.”

      “I’m not. My name is Hudson. Your father is my twin. Hayes.”

      Her lips part, and she shakes her head. “No. I found your address in my mom’s things. Why would she have your address with the letter? That doesn’t make any sense.”

      I motion for Lillian to join me. I need to touch her, to have my arms around her when I say what I need to. She comes willingly and presses into my side.

      “You found my information because I’ve been sending your mom money to help out.”

      Lillian’s breath catches. I squeeze her tighter.

      “Wait…” Haven swipes at her cheek. “Why would you do that? Why wouldn’t my dad send me money?”

      “This isn’t my story to tell, Haven. I’m sorry.” I kiss Lillian’s forehead and whisper, “I’m sorry I didn’t say anything sooner.”

      “I understand,” she says softly. She wraps her arms around my waist, and the weight of Haven’s surprise visit lightens just a little.

      “Does your mom know you’re here?” I ask Haven.

      She seems lost in her own thoughts and doesn’t answer.

      “Do you plan to stay in New York?”

      With tear-soaked eyes, she looks up at me. “I’m not leaving until I meet my dad.”

      “That’s fine. You’re welcome to stay here in my spare room.”

      She nods.

      “I’ll show you where it is,” Lillian says and pulls out of my arms. “Are you sure you’re not hungry? We could order a pizza.”

      Haven sniffs. “Fine. Whatever.”

      I watch Lillian walk Haven to the spare bedroom.

      I run both hands through my hair and down my face and rub my eyes.

      Oh, Hayes. You are so fucked.
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